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1. Introduction 

About eighteen months ago I came across an uplifting talk by Richard Davidson given in Delhi at the 

UNESCO Mahatma Gandhi Institute of Education for Peace and Sustainable Development [Davidson 2018]. 

When Prof. Davidson1  started his career in psychology / neuroscience, one of his major questions was why 

are some people more vulnerable to the “slings and arrows” of life than others? He found that some of 

those outside the academic community often seemed to be more warm hearted than those within, and he 

came to realise that the one common feature of the former was that they all meditated. So in 1974 he went 

to India and had instruction from Goenka in vipassana meditation. When he returned to America his 

academic colleagues warned him of the dangers of his career being compromised with research into such 

disciplines as meditation. 

He went on to do good research into the effects of adversity and stress on humans. In 1992 he 

returned to Asia and met the Dali Lama – who challenged him on why so much research focused on anxiety 

and depression, and so little on wholesome emotions such as kindness and compassion. Richard Davidson 

was shocked that he did not have a good reason and decided to focus much of his future research on 

Compassion – and the effect meditation may or may not have on wholesome emotions.  The Dalai Lama was 

happy to allow some of his monks to participate in this research. As a result, Prof Davidson became 

committed to such work for the rest of his life.  Part of the Dalai Lama’s plan was that, should the research 

indicate that meditation is valuable, this information should be disseminated widely throughout the world.  

In his UNESCO talk, Richard Davidson focuses on four basic modalities, some neurophysiological, that 

can facilitate Well-Being, and then four specific skills that we can develop through training the mind. In this 

article, we will focus on the four modalities. This present article is one of three planned for the website: 

o B 25: Some Key Themes of Neuroscience relevant to Well-Being 

o B 26: Well-Being and Flourishing as a Skill we can Develop 

o B 27: Three Forms of Meditation and their varying effects on Well-Being 

 

o  

The four key themes that we will be exploring in this article are: 

I. Neuroplasticity 

II. Epigenetics 

III. Bi-directional Communication between our mind / brain and body 

IV. Innate goodness 

Each of these themes has implications for both the individual, family, society and communications 

between nations.  The focus of these four themes on their relevance to Well-Being will in general be from 

the perspective of the individual; however, especially in Section III regarding bi-directional communication, 

we will also be embracing this from the perspective of the mother-infant dyad, the therapist-client dyad, and 

body and Dance Movement Therapy. 

Prior to looking in some depth at each of these four themes, a general brief overview is given in 

Figure 1 below. 

 

 

 
1 Founder & Director of the Centre for Healthy Minds, University of Wisconsin-Madison 

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


 

 

 

4 
 2022 Ian R.F. Ross    

www.atdynamics.co.uk  

 

Neuro-science and related matters 

Four Key Themes of Neuroscience relevant to our Well-Being 
Based on the work of Richard Davidson et al 

 

 2022   B 25 

 

I. NeuroplastIcIty Our brains change in response to experience and the environment. 

i. Most of us are unaware of this. 

ii. Research in recent decades indicates that we can shape our 

brains in ways that promote human flourishing. 

iii. This means that we can learn to become more in control of 

what is going on in our head, minds and body. 
 

II. epIgeNetIcs For decades it has been known that we are born with a fixed set of 

genes – the genetics of DNA.  However, what is less well known is that 

these same genes: 

o Can be turned on or off depending on the nature of our envi-

ronment, and the experiences we choose to have. 

o If we are unaware of this, we may spend a life-time repeating 

the same unhelpful experiences / thought processes. 

o Wholesome practices can turn on genes that facilitate our 

well-being, and hinder / switch off those that produce distress 

/ negative ruminations. 

o One day of intensive meditation can change gene expression 

….. 

o We can learn specific Meditative Practices through, for exam-

ple, Mindfulness practices or Autogenic Training by attending 

group courses or on a one-to-one basis. 
 

III. MINd-BraIN-

Body 

The Mind-Brain affects our bodies; and the state of our bodies affects 

our Mind-Brain. 

o There is a bi-directional flow of information from body to 

brain and brain to body.  Mind embraces the body-brain con-

tinuum. 

o So mental practices / life-style can change our biology, and 

change the course of many chronic diseases. 

o A Well-Being Training programme was found, on average, to 

lower health care costs in the USA. 
 

IV. INNate 
goodNess 

Research indicates that young infants tend to prefer positive / helpful 

type behaviours, rather than behaviours that frustrate / intimidate 

[Hamlin et al 2007; see references; paper available on-line]. 

This overlaps with what is sometimes called our Original Nature, and 

the (ancient) Chinese concept of Jen, Human-Heartedness. 

o If we experience a lot of fear and disharmony in our early 

years, this inner goodness becomes distorted / lost sight of. 

Yet even then, the CARE and PLAY neuro-circuits are still 

there, even if latent: and can be activated later in life with the 

development of appropriate skills through inner work, coun-

selling, psychotherapy, and / or mental training.  

 
 

Figure 1A  

Brief summary of Four Themes of Modern Neuroscience relevant to Well-Being  

(based on Davidson 2018; 2012)  
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Figure 1B below depicts these four key themes schematically. 

 

 

 

 

   

 Figure 1B 

Four Key Themes of Neuroscience related to our Well-Being 

 

 

***   ***   *** 
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2. The Four Key themes of Modern Neuroscience relevant to Well-Being 

 

I. Neuroplasticity  
 

As is now well known, our brains are changing all the time – responding and adapting to our 

experiences and environment; from an evolutionary perspective, we can see this in terms of both protecting 

and optimising the role of an individual in society.  Most of this is going on at an unconscious level.  We also 

know that “Neurones that Fire Together Wire Together” [Hebb 1949], which create new ways of being.  

However, this can be for good or ill.  

During the last few decades, research has shown the efficacy of many meditative practices in terms 

of Well-Being. Yet in our society such practices are still not that common. Davidson comments that we are 

educated by our parents and dentists to clean our teeth twice a day, yet most of us are not taught the 

importance of taking good care of our brains – with daily meditative practices such as AT [de Rivera 2021].  

Such practices change the dynamics of our brains – as a result of neuroplasticity. This was well 

summarised by Howard Cutler in discussions with the Dalai Lama: 

The systematic training of the mind – the cultivation of happiness, the genuine 

inner transformation by deliberately selecting and focusing on positive mental 

states and challenging negative mental states, is possible because of the very 

structure and function of the brain……. Neuroscientists have documented the 

fact that the brain can design new patterns, new combinations of nerve cells and 

neurotransmitters (chemicals that transmit messages between nerve cells) in 

response to new input. In fact, our brains are malleable, ever changing, 

reconfiguring their wiring according to new thoughts and experiences. 

Howard Cutler 1998 p 31 

 (in conversations with the Dalai Lama) 
 

Cutler’s statement here echoes the life work of Richard Davidson, and opens up new modalities for 

counselling / psychotherapy. 

In summary we can say: 

o Research in recent decades indicates that we can shape our brains in ways that promote 

human flourishing. 

o This allows us to become more in control of what is going on in our head, mind and body, 

with:  

i. reduction, for example, in negative ruminations, and an 

ii.  increase in positive affect including constructive emotions and 

wholesome social engagement [Rossi 2002; Porges 2010; 2017; Ross 

2010 E4]. 

 

II.   epigenetics 
 

Epigenetics has been described as “the equivalent of neuroplasticity in the realm of genomics”, and 

is essentially the “science of gene regulation” [Davidson 2018]. The DNA that we inherit from our parents by 

and large does not change; it has been known for some decades that we are born with a fixed set of genes 

(the genetics of DNA).   

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
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What is perhaps less well known is that the expression of these genes varies minute by minute, day 

by day, and this is known as epigenetics [Rossi 2002; Ross 2010 pp 97-136; especially Figure 3.9]. That is to 

say, these genes are being turned on and off throughout our lives. Indeed, the way a mother nurtures and 

looks after her infant / child will influence the gene expression of that child for the rest of her / his life 

[Davidson 2018].  For example, wholesome nurturing and caring from the mother will tend to positively 

impact on gene expression, resulting in the child developing wholesome social engagement, nurturing, and 

playful skills. The reverse is the case with recurrent adversity / neglect – which can have a negative 

manifestation in gene expression [e.g. Adverse Childhood Events: the ACE study: Felitti 1998].  
 

Background to Adverse Childhood Events (ACE) study 

 

In the Felitti study (Felitti et al 1998) ACE are taken to include:  
 

o physical or 

o mental abuse; and / or 

o severe household dysfunction. 

 The study was based on postal questionnaires and so does have the limitations of such 

approaches. Those adults who, as children, had been exposed to four or more risk factors 

were found to be at significantly increased risk of premature morbidity and mortality.  Figure 

II highlights some of these findings. 
 

 
       

Odds           4       
ratio 
axis 
 
 
                        2 

 
Left columns 
No ACE risk 
factors 

. 

       Right columns: 
   Four or more  

 ACE risk factors 
 
 
 

. 
 
 

      IHD CVA Cancer C-B / Em DM  
 

Figure II. 

Relative risk of developing various diseases in relation to ACE 

Figure II adapted from Section 2.8 of Ross 2010 pp 61 and 62  
 

Legend 

 

IHD: Ischaemic Heart Disease 

 

CVA: Cerebro-Vascular Accident 

C-B: Chronic Bronchitis 

Em:  Emphysema 

DM: Diabetes Mellitus 

Odds Ratio: this is a measure of the increased risk of developing a condition. 

This ranges from 0 to 4 in the above figure. 

It will be noted that the odds ratio in those with no ACE factors (purple blocks) is 1, which means there 

is no increased incidence. 

This contrasts with four or more ACE risk factors, where, for example, the CVA ratio (risk) is doubled, 

and for Chronic Bronchitis / Emphysema almost quadrupled.  

 

 

 

Figure II 
extrapolated from 
Felitti 1998; Table 

7; page 254. 

(With permission 
and thanks from 

Vincent Felitti  
29-08-2009) 
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 The Adverse Childhood Events caused by four or more risk factors can be explained partly in terms of 

epigenetics. That is, if we are subject to such adverse childhood events (which will include experiencing war 

and or famine), then changes in the expression of certain genes can have adverse effects for the rest of our 

lives. 

 On the other hand, an environment that is nurturing, caring and gives us a feeling of safety can turn 

on other genes2 – whose expression will be facilitating our CARE and PLAY [Panksepp 1998] circuits; and a 

wholesome outlook on life. 

 These epigenetic changes are deep seated. It is however possible that appropriate “therapeutic” 

intervention may have positive results.  For example, if we have suffered from neglect and abuse from one 

or both parents – and we have a nurturing aunt or teacher – this can facilitate changes to these adverse 

gene expression. 

 A good enough parent is able to stay attuned to their off-spring for most of the time; this is not the 

case for the “not-good-enough parent”3 [Winnicott 1965]. 

          While lack of attunement in early relationships may be the cause of current 

emotional dysregulation, attunement and connection in current relationships can heal 

or, at minimum, exercise the neural circuits (i.e. the social engagement system) that 

support feelings of safety (Allison & Rossouw 2-13; Grawe 2007; Porges 2011; Siegel 

2010).    

         From this perspective, physiological activation and / or emotional dysregulation can 

be stabilised through social interactions, which would include………warm facial 

expression, open body posture, vocal tone and prosody (intonation and rhythm of 

vocalisation). 

Geller and Porges 2014 p 184 

 

 Some of these aspects are discussed further in Section III. 

***   ***   *** 

We can summarise the dynamics of gene expression as follows. 

o Our genes can be turned on or off depending on the nature of our environment, and the ex-

periences we choose to have – or are chosen for us when we are younger. 

o If we are unaware of this, we may spend a life-time repeating the same unhelpful experi-

ences / thought processes. 

o An example of this is what has been described as Affective stickiness, discussed further in 

the next section. 

o Wholesome practices can turn on genes that facilitate our well-being, and hinder / switch off 

those that produce distress / negative ruminations. 

o One day of intensive meditation can change gene expression [Davidson 2018]. 

o We can learn specific skills such as meditative practices, which have been shown to result in 

life enhancing gene expression [Davidson 2018]. 
 

Ernest Rossi, in his wonderful and insightful book “The Psychobiology of Gene Expression”, says:                                 

 

 
2 This is by way of an example. The expression of some genes may be turned on, while others are turned off or down 

regulated (e.g. those relating to fear). 
3 No blame: Winnicott is simply making the observation that such parents are at present lacking the skills to be “good-

enough”. 

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

          Three fundamental discoveries of current neuroscience will forever change the way we 

understand human nature.. 

 The first is that novelty, enriching life experience, and physical exercise4 can activate neuro-

genesis – new growth in the brain5 – throughout our entire lifetime. 

 The second is that such experiences can turn on gene expression within minutes throughout 

the brain and body to guide growth, development, and healing in ways that could only be de-

scribed as miraculous in the past……… 

 The third discovery follows as a natural implication of the first two.  We now really know that 

"every recall is a reframe."  That is, whenever we recall an important memory, nature opens up 

the possibility for us to reconstruct it on a molecular-genomic level within our brain.  That is, 

we are constantly engaged in a process of creating and reconstructing the structure of our 

brain and body on all levels, from mind to gene.. 

Rossi 2002 p XV; 
 Original format slightly altered; - irfr. 

 

 

Davidson comments that it is an interesting fact that the mechanisms that can ensnare us as a result 

of adversity (including Adverse Childhood Events – Felitti 1998], in an epigenetic sense, are the same types 

of mechanism that can facilitate human flourishing and awakening through psychotherapy,  mental training / 

meditation –  perhaps more appropriately expressed in terms of “reflective and awareness building  

practices” – to use Ruth Sewell’s phrase6.   

In other words, it is the very plasticity of our brains that leads to the very disturbing outcomes in the 

ACE study; yet this cloud has a silver lining.  It is this same plasticity that can allow for change, and therefore 

personal development, the efficacy of counselling / psychotherapy and meditation, and the transformation 

of our inner being.  

 

 

III.    BI-DIRECTIONAL COMMUNICATION BETWEEN OUR Mind / brain body 

 

Davidson’s UNESCO talk focused on the bi-directional communication pathways within each person’s 

mind-brain-body.  The health of the development of these pathways is, to a large extent, dependent upon the 

bi-directional communication in our early years between the infant / growing child and mother.  If our mothers 

are attuned to us, then this greatly facilitates the laying down of healthy communications within our own 

mind-body-brain continuum. 

 Being in touch with our bodies is crucial for our Well-Being and wholeness [e.g. Craig 2015], and is a 

central theme of mind-body therapies [Porges & Dana 2018] – and indeed Autogenic Training [de Rivera 2018].  

Being in touch with our bodies is deeply facilitated by wholesome mother-infant bonding; this section starts 

with these infant-mother dynamics – as the crucial backdrop to healthy mind-body-brain communication 

 
4  Physical exercise has now been extended to embrace mental exercise as well; this is clearly of crucial importance 

from the perspective of both healing and creativity (Rossi 2009 p 290). 
5 When I was a medical student (in the 1960s) we were taught that new nerve cells could not develop in the adult brain 

(or old ones regenerate). Recent research suggests that this is not the case; and that the brain remains much more 

"plastic" – and so adaptable – than previously thought.  (See, for example, Gould et al 1999a; Gould et al 1999b; 

Kempermann et al 1997; 1999.) 
6 Ruth Sewell, an Autogenic Therapist; website: Ruth Sewell psychotherapist devon  

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
https://ruthsewell.co.uk/index.html
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within each individual, which is more the focus of Davidson in his UNESCO talk [Davidson 2018]. We will see 

that this approach also embraces the work of, for example, artists (Alex Grey and dance therapists); and 

Colwyn Trevarthen, Stern, Porges, Dana and others. 

 From a neuro-physiological perspective, wholesome bi-directional communication between our mind-

brain-body is, generally speaking, dependent upon a healthy integration of the Autonomic Nervous System, in 

which our Ventral Vagal / Social Engagement system is active and playing a key role. [See also Polyvagal 

Theory; and Porges 2011; Porges & Dana 2018].  This will then naturally link in with our CARE, PLAY, and 

wholesome SEEKING circuits [Panksepp 1998; Panksepp and Biven 2012].  This healthy integration of our 

Autonomic Nervous System, as implied above, is dependent on us having an attuned (and therefore “good-

enough” mother / parent). 

 For these reasons, we start this section by focusing on the mother-infant dyad. 

III.1  Mother-Infant Bonding artistically expressed 

The Mind-Brain affects our bodies; and the state of our bodies affects our Mind-Brain [Craig 2015]. 

There is thus a bi-directional interplay between the two.   

Good and wholesome communication between our mind and body and brain has its seeds laid down 

while we are in the womb, and in our first few years of life, in the sense of good communication between our 

mother / parent figure and ourselves.  With this in mind, we start this section with the early experiences of 

the child.  This is beautifully illustrated by Alex Grey. 

 

 

Figure III.1 

Mother-child communication in the early months 

of infant as portrayed by  

Alex Grey [Grey 1990] 
 

Imported from Ross 2010 p 181 Figure 5.1B. 

With permission and thanks 2010 

With the original figure from “Sacred Mirrors”, 

these words appear: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

           

 
Illustration by Alex Grey [Grey 1990] 

 Sacred Mirrors 

 

 There is a bi-directional flow of information from body to brain and brain to body of the mother and 

child; and between mother and child. The bonding illustrated here will have first started to develop in the 

pregnant mother (e.g. feeling the live being and movement of her as yet unborn child in her womb), and in 

          “The bonding of mother and child is 

a miraculous outpouring of unobstructed 

love channelled through the mortal coil. 

Nursing is the physical bond of 

nourishment…….  Between mother and 

child, there are also bio-electromagnetic 

bonds, emotional and psychic bondings, 

and ultimately the spiritual bond that 

brought them together”. 

                                             Grey 1985   

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
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the infant with the rhythmic sound of her mother’s heart – and the gentle expansion and contraction feeling 

within the womb as her mother breathes in and out. 

 Furthermore, as the young infant grows there will be developing in the well-attuned mother and infant 

a PLAY-full [Porges 1998] interplay between the two. PLAY is crucial for the well-being and wholesome 

development of children. 

 

III.2  Infant – Mother Bonding and the work of Colwyn Trevarthen 

 For several decades, Colwyn Trevarthen7 has been studying brain development, infant – mother (or 

other) communication, and emotional health.   Some of these dynamics are illustrated in Figure III.2, 

specifically in terms of left frontal lobe dynamics. 

 

  

 

 

 

Figure III.2 

Trevarthern original image [Trevarthen 1993] 

Mirroring of Left Frontal Lobe Activity in 

Mother and Child indicating good positive communication.  Some of these lines of communication are illustrated. E.g. 

lips to eyes; voice to ears; eye to eyes….. 

 These will be associated with cascades of eu-molecules [Ross 2010] in both mother and child in attuned 

communication. 

 
 

[Original Source: Trevarthen, C. 1993: The self born in intersubjectivity: The psychology of an infant communicating.  

IN U. Neisser (Ed.): The Perceived self: Ecological and interpersonal sources of self-knowledge (pp 121-173). New York: Cambridge 

University Press] 

 
 

The dynamics illustrated in the above figure are mainly operating at an unconscious level, and is thus 

incomplete. Trevarthen comments: 

 
7  Emeritus Professor of Child Psychology and Psychobiology at the University of Edinburgh. 

Semi-transparent 

views of heads with: 

       Left Frontal Lobe  

      of child 
 

       Left Frontal Lobe 

      of   mother 

Figure direct from 

Trevarthen 

26.08.2009. With 

permission and 

thanks 

From Ross 2010  

Autogenic 

Dynamics p 151 

Figure 4.9B 

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
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It is very important for understanding primary intersubjectivity that the active 

role of the infant is accepted, not just the regulation of emotions by the mother. Indeed 

the infant regulates the mother's emotions very strongly.  
 . 

Trevarthen e-mail communication 26.08.2009, with thanks 
. 

 

What do we mean by intersubjectivity here?  This has been well described by Stern, who is actually 

himself referring back to the work of Trevarthen (1978).  Initially infants do not seem to have a clear distinction 

between their own minds and those of others.  This development, this discovery by the infant, occurs between 

the “seventh and ninth months of life”8 (Stern 1985). 

    This discovery amounts to the acquisition of a “theory” of separate minds. Only 

when the infants can sense that others distinct from themselves can hold or entertain 

a mental state that is similar to one they sense themselves to be holding is sharing of 

subjective experience or intersubjectivity possible (Trevarthen and Hubley 1978) 

Stern 1985 p 124 
 

In other words, the concept of intersubjectivity embraces the idea that affect regulation is a two-way 

process: the child affecting affect regulation in the mother and the mother affecting affect regulation in the 

child.  This development at seven to nine months seems to me to be crucial for the development of “theory 

of mind” [See glossary of companion web article B 26]. 

 
III.3  Polyvagal Dynamics of communication 

III.3a When feeling safe 

 As small infants, if we are feeling safe and unthreatened, and cared for, our Social Engagement system 

will flourish.  The same of course is the case for the parents / primary care givers.  If our mother is feeling 

unsafe, for whatever reason: for example, feeling threatened by her partner, by famine or war, then her flight 

/fight system will be activated, meaning that it becomes neuro-physiologically very difficult for her to socially 

engage with her infant child. 

 Figure III.1 and III.2 above indicate the centrality of the bonding between mother and child for the 

Well-Being of both.  This occurs when both feel safe, and is mediated by the Ventral Vagus path of the Para-

Sympathetic Nervous System (and other Social Engagement relevant cranial nerves) which are vital for 

wholesome Social Engagement [Porges 2011].  Crucial mediators of Social Engagement include other cranial 

nerves, for example those responsible for facial muscles and intonation, as indicated in figure III.3a.1 below. 

  

 
8 According to long established theory – going back I think to Piaget.  Some of these assumptions have been 
challenged by Reddy (Reddy 2008; e.g. page 37).   

http://www.atdynamics.co.uk/
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Social engagement dynamics when feeling safe 

 

Examples of Cranial Nerves 

involved in addition to 

 Ventral Vagal branch of X. 

Other 

sources 

 

 Make eye contact II; III; IV; VI; XI  

Rosenberg 

2017 pp 12-

13 

 Vocalise with an appealing inflection and rhythm VIII 

 Display contingent facial expression VII 

 Modulate the middle-ear muscles to distinguish the 

     human voice from background sounds more 

     efficiently 

V 

Source: all quotes direct from Porges 2011 p 15    

Figure III.3a.1 

Neural regulation of muscles of face when feeling safe 

Porges 2011 

 

 While the Ventral Vagus nerve is crucial to Social Engagement, many other cranial nerves, as 

mentioned above, are involved. Further details of these are indicated in Figure III.3a.2 below. 

 

Key to relevant Cranial Nerves 

 

Functions include  

I.  Olfactory Sense of smell 

II.  Optic Vision; enabling us to see 

III.  Oculomotor Looking; controls many but not all eye movements 

IV.  Trochlear Looking; controlling some eye movements such as looking up 

and down 

V.  Trigeminal Hearing; and ability to contract tensor tympani muscle 

VI.  Abducens Looking; ability to move focus of eye away from midline – i.e. 

an outward gaze for that eye 

VII.  Facial Movement of some facial muscles… and salivary secretion 

VIII.  Acoustic Hearing – (initially by translating “sound waves into nerve 

impulses” Rosenberg 2017 p 12) 

IX.  (Glossopharyngeal) swallowing 

X.  New Vagus:  

 

In this context, specifically the Ventral Vagal branch of Para-

Sympathetic Nervous System that facilitates wholesome Social 

engagement and micro-regulation of heart rate (including 

Heart Rate Variability) 

XI.  Spinal accessory:  includes ability to turn head and so expand visual field 

XII.  Hypoglossal Tongue movement  

Figure III.3a.2 

Crucial Cranial Nerves of Social Engagement  
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III.3b When threatened or feeling unsafe 

When threatened or feeling unsafe, our communication pattern becomes disturbed, as illustrated in 

Figure III.3b. 

Social engagement dynamics when neuroception indicates 

i. external danger (e.g. an angry voice; a scowling face; war; famine; being a 

refugee) 

ii. internal danger (e.g. fever; pain; physical illness; activation of a negative Habit 

Energy / complex. 
 

  Eyelids droop so reduction of focused wholesome communication with others 

  Loss of voice intonation 

  “Positive facial expression dwindles” / disappears 

 “Awareness of the sound of the human voice becoming less acute” 

 “Sensitivity to others’ social engagement behaviours decreases” 
 

Source: based on Porges 2011 p 15; quotes direct from Porges 

Figure III.3b 

Neural regulation of muscles of face when feeling  

threatened / in danger / un-safe 

Porges 2011 

 

 

III.3c    Musicality and early two-way communication between mother and infant 

 Research over the last few decades strongly suggests that the sound and aural communication of the 

mother-infant dyad is dependent upon subtle rhythm and “musicality”. 

          When the infancy researcher reported discoveries of the delicate expression and 

sensitive responses passing between young infants and their mothers, they described it 

in term of patterns of engagement that could be represented as ‘musical’ or ‘dance-like. 
 

Malloch & Trevarthen 2009 p 1 
  

 The verbal utterance of the mother (such as “come on again”……  “that’s clever” and “Oh yes; is that  

right?” were, when analysed by the spectrograph, found to be rooted in rhythmic sounds [Malloch & 

Trevarthen 2009 p 3 Figure 1.1 and p 5 Figure 1.2]. And the utterance of the infant to the mother similarly 

followed a musical pattern, which they term musicality9.  The inference of this is that early learning and 

communication is carried out in a rhythmic / musical and playful fashion.  

  The cover of Communicative Musicality depicts a graphic image by Helen Cordero, and is illustrated 

below. 

 
9 In some respects Malloch & Trevarthen are using the term musicality here somewhat metaphorically [e.g. op cit p 9]. 
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          Helen Cordero was born in 1915 at Cochiti Pueblo, 

New Mexico.  
 

          A seated female figure holding a child is a 

traditional Pueblo figure from ancient times, but when 

Helen Cordero tried her hand at it she kept seeing her 

grandfather as she remembered him telling stories, 

surrounded by children. Thus, the figure she shaped in 

1964 became male and the single child became many. 

She called him 'Storyteller'. She made many variations 

on this theme, saying that "His eyes are closed because 

he is thinking; his mouth is open because he is singing." 
***   ***   *** 

          Barbara Babcock wrote about these figurines that: "The 

Storyteller is a material expression of regeneration… its 

proportions are indeed social proportions; and its subject is 

explicitly relationship - between generations, between past 

and future, and between words and things" (Babcock 1986, 

p.329).  Jerry Jacka has devoted a lifetime to photographing 

the American Southwest, its land and people.  He is noted for 

his sensitive portrayal of Native Americans and striking 

photographs of American Indian art. 

 
Babcock B (1986). Modelled selves: Helen Cordero's 'Little People’. In 

VW Turner and EM Bruner, eds., The anthropology of experience, pp. 

316-343. University of Illinois Press, Urbana and Chicago, USA. 

 
http://www.adobegallery.com/artist/Helen_Cordero_1915_19941116

8700  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Helen_Cordero 

 

Email from CT 27.XII.2012 following discussion at 52HTG re 

Jung Seminar on 23.02.2013 

 
Figure III.3c 

Cover illustration of Communicative Musicality 

 

 

 

III.4  Effect of maternal mental health on infant / child 

 The mental state of the mother can have profound and long-term consequences, for good or ill, on 

the infant / child into adulthood and old age. These are summarised in Figure III.4A. 
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 Effects on infant / child / adult 
(i.e. both short term and long term) 

 

Maternal Mental State Effect on infant Long term effect on 

child / adult 

Left frontal lobe 

activation 
Depressed maternal state 

   e.g. 

♦ Sadness 

♦ Lethargy 

♦ Depression 
. 

 

 

• Less positive emo-

tion 

• Unusual brain ac-

tivation patterns 

 

 

 

Increased rates of  

♦ anxiety  

♦ aggression   

♦ depression 

 

 

♦ MOTHER: decreased 
 

o INFANT: activity 

reduced by one 

year of age. 

    

HAPPY  

MATERNAL STATE 
e.g.  

 joy; 

 loving kind-

ness 

 compassion 

                 

 

 

 More positive 

emotion 

 Foundations for 

developing appro-

priate brain path-

ways 
. 

 

 

Reduced rates of  

 Anxiety; 

 Aggression and 

 Depression. 

 

 

 MOTHER: increased 

 

 INFANT: increased 

    

Figure III.4A 

Maternal Psychological state and health outcomes for child 
 

Based on, and extrapolated from: Greenberg 2003; p 260; and Dawson 1999 

This figure is a re-presentation of Figure 4.9A from Ross 2010 p 15010 
 

 Our mental state is intimately related to our autonomic state at any moment – “Story Follows State” 

[Dana 2018 p 35].  This is of particular significance for the mother in the early days and months following the 

birth of her child.  Sadness, lethargy, and depression can all be manifestations of a Dorsal Vagal (PSNS) state.  

This will make the playful communication with the infant in terms of the musicality and rhythm discussed in 

Section III.3 above very difficult, if not impossible.  Hence early seeking of help from, for example:  friends / 

midwives / health visitors is doubly important. 

 In contrast, the mother who is blessed with a predominantly Ventra Vagal state can find communica-

tion and playfulness with her daughter / son to be second nature.   

 The research observations of Greenberg [2003] and Dawson [Dawson 1999] are echoed in the exten-

sive research of Schore [Schore 1997; 2003A; 2003B; 2003C; 2009; 2012E].  A depiction of the vitality of right-

to-right hemisphere communication highlighted in Schore’s work is illustrated in Figure III.4B 

 
10 These general matters are further discussed in Essay 4: “Affect Regulation, the infant mother dyad, and Autogenic 

Therapy” [Ross 2010:  pp 137-172]. 
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Figure III.4B 

 

Schematic illustration of 

Right-to-right hemispheric 

communication between 

mother and infant 

[based on Schore 2003A; 

2003B] 

 
Based on Schore, Alan: 2003; Minds in the making: attachment, the self-organising brain, and developmentally-orientated psychoanalytically psychotherapy; 

IN Revolutionary Connections: psychotherapy and neuroscience; Karnac; ISBN 1-85575-941-1;
Figure imported from Sunday morning sketch 15.10.2005

Mother

Rt. Hem

Rt. Hem

Infant
irfr-  BAS-2007-2009

 

 

 

 Furthermore, increased Right Frontal lobe activity on EEG was shown by Davidson when we are in a 

state of positive affect; on the other hand, increased Left Frontal Lobe activity was found to be associated with 

unexpressed / toxic emotions [Davidson 2003A; 2003B pp 194;335; 338-340; ].  These dynamics are illustrated 

in Figures III.4C and III.4D respectively.    

 

 
Figure III.4C 

Schematic illustration of Left Frontal Lobe Activation 

and association with modulation of positive emotions 

and Meditative type states 

Imported from Ross 2010 p 148 Figure 4.7B 

 
 

Figure III.4D 

Schematic illustration of Right Frontal Lobe Activation 

associated with unexpressed and destructive / toxic 

emotions 

Imported from Ross 2010 p 148 Figure 4.7A 
 

Comment: these dynamics will be associated with 

increased Ventral Vagal activity, and feelings of 

safety and social engagement [Porges 2011]. 
 

They also foster good two directional brain-body-

mind communication; and are associated with a 

sense of harmony.  Meditative practices facilitate 

these communications and wholesome states of 

mind. 

Comment: these dynamics will be associated with 

increased SNS activity (mobilisation with fear) and 

associated feelings of fear / anger; and / or in-

creased Dorsal Vagal activity, and feelings of not 

being good enough and perhaps a wish to hide. 

[Porges 2011] 

 

 Briefly put, a background default state of Ventral Vagal activity in the mother will greatly foster the 

mother-infant dyad, will be associated with nurturing and CARE and PLAY circuits being at the fore, and so will 

give the infant / growing child a good start in life.  On the other hand, hypervigilant states primed by increased 

SNS activity (in the context of “mobilisation with fear / anger”), or Dorsal Vagal states of life threat (including 

perceived life threat), will be associated with distressed maternal states – and these will be passed on to the 

child.   

Image taken from Ross 

2010 p 149: Figure 4.8B 

Mother-Child 

Communication 

channels  

Unconscious Dynamics 

between the two Right 

Hemispheres. 

Based on Schore 2003A; 

2003B 
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III.5  Bi-directional communication between our mind / brain body11  

The central theme of this section of Davidson’s UNESCO talk was on the bi-directional 

communication between our body, brain, mind continuum.  Up until now, it is clear that we have focused 

more on the mother-child dyad and the inherent communication implicit in that. 

If we are blessed in growing up feeling safe, our neuroception will generally speaking be giving us 

positive feedback from the body that our body state is settled [see also Craig 2015]; and this echoes 

Wallnöfer’s statement: 

 

 

 

On the other hand, if we grow up without maternal / parental care, and /or we are in a war zone or 

suffering from hunger / starvation, we clearly will not be feeling safe. In this situation we may not be 

consciously in touch with how our body feels: yet our neuroception will be resulting in a feeling of inner 

disquiet.   Because of the trauma involved here, we may become out of touch with our body and body 

feelings.  Psychotherapists and Autogenic Therapists will be aware of these dissociations in their patients; 

and will also be aware that true healing / harmony can only be restored once the patient / client becomes 

more in touch with their body. 

Davidson’s research indicates the importance of the two-way communication between our body 

(e.g. heart; guts; muscles in arms and legs) and the brain; and between the brain and body.  If we are 

estranged from our own body and the feedback it is giving us, this will tend to create tensions within us. In 

fact it can be argued that Medically Unexplained Symptoms arise when we become unaware of disturbance 

in the body as a result of mental (unconscious) disquiet.  In this situation, the mental disturbance activates in 

the brain efferent Autonomic output to the body (e.g. SNS flight / fight modalities) that then becomes 

embodied: and in due course may manifest as, for example, tension headaches and Medically Unexplained 

Symptoms.  It is then very easy for the pressurised medical carers to investigate the symptoms without 

necessarily having taken an appropriate psycho-therapeutic history. Many forms of psychotherapy / body 

therapies / Meditation and Autogenic Training can then address these matters, whether directly or 

indirectly. 

In any event, our inner harmony and Well-Being is dependent upon good two-way communication 

between body and brain, brain and body. 

  

 
11 Note that Panksepp & Biven use the term MindBrain, or BrainMind, when discussing certain mind and brain dynamics 

[Panksepp and Biven 2012]. 

“All in the periphery is quiet” 

Wallnöfer

 

2000 
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III.6 Bi-directional communication though movement and rhythm 

Polyvagally informed movement and rhythm therapies for those with blocked feedback from their bodies  

 Trauma of one sort or another can become trapped in our bodies [Levine 2010; van der Kolk 2014]. 

This can result, as discussed above, in us becoming out of touch with our bodies.  The mental distress of the 

trauma results in efferent impulses from the brain descending to the body, and alerting it to the “mental 

disquiet”.  However, here the bodily disquiet becomes trapped, yet we are not aware this.    

 

 

 

 

 

 The non-awareness of this state of our body is part of the problem.  And yet these Autonomic states 

within our body can unconsciously influence our feelings, outlook and behaviours (through neuroception). 

 Specific forms of Dance Therapy, known as “Dance Movement Therapy”, have been shown to be of 

great benefit when body states and feelings are blocked [Gray 2018]. For example: 

          Polyvagal-informed Dance Movement Therapy (DMT) offers survivors of extreme 

human rights violations opportunities to restore meaning12 and a sense of belonging 

through the integration of Polyvagal Theory with DMT.  Movement, rhythm, and dance 

promote connection, social engagement, and reciprocity.   

Gray 2018 p 207 
Abstract at start of chapter 12 

 
 

 Having a sense of purpose is one of the four key skills that Davidson emphasises that we can develop 

to bring about Well-Being, and these four skills are the subject of the companion article B 26. 

 In Amber Gray’s chapter (12), she focuses on Dance Movement Therapy offered to a woman who 

had suffered great trauma, as indicated below. 

…….. The case presented in this chapter describes the restorative process of “Rita,” a 

survivor of torture who initially presented in a stage of complete terror and shutdown. 

Rita’s road home to her body integrated the following core components of polyvagal-

informed DMT:  restoring relative safety, yield, core rhythmicity, the markers of 

engagement, and her ability to state shift more fluidly. 

Gray 2018 p 207 
Abstract at start of chapter 12 

 

 In dance therapy, a hybrid autonomic state is activated involving: 

 
12 To which we can add a sense of purpose.   

 

“All in the periphery is in a state 

of dis-quiet” 

Reframing in this context 

Wallnöfer

 

2000 
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Autonomic 

State 

comment  Associated Primary 

Process Emotion(s) 

[Panksepp 1998] 
 

Ventral Vagal Social Engagement; feeling of 

safety; of being cared for and 

“held” with love 

 CARE 

PLAY 

SEEKING 
 

SNS Modality of movement while 

feeling safe 

 PLAY 

SEEKING 
Possibly activation in a playful 

context of our flight and fight 

responses in a safe and caring 

context 
 

Figure III.6 

The Hybrid Autonomic State of Dance Therapy 
[based on Porges 2011; Porges & Dana 2018; Dana 2018]  

 Polyvagally informed Dance Movement Therapy (DMT) allows the client (student of DMT) to express 

their inner body states through movement and dance in the safe presence of their DMT Therapist13. The 

establishment of this safe setting allows for a playful relationship to develop in the therapist-student dyad, 

which then emboldens the latter to explore different postures, movement and facial expressions (body 

prosody) further and further. As implied, this is a partial description of body prosody [Gray 2018].  The 

settling of her body state as a result of this therapy restoring a “sense of quiet within.” 

 The case history of Rita outlined in Gray’s Chapter 12 is a wonderful example of how, through 

polyvagally informed DMT, a sense of flourishing and well-being can return to those who have been 

subjected to trauma / captivity / torture, and resulting in an inner sense of harmony through reconnection 

with our inner being and the world: 

 

 

 

 

 The concept that movement / exercise and engaging the mind are both vital for our well-being is not 

new. Such associations have been understood in ancient Vedic cultures, and more recently Plato 

commented that we need to exercise both the mind and the body to “preserve an equal and healthy balance 

between them” [Plato. c. 357 BPE / 1965; p 119].                                                

III.7 Therapist – client dyad and a sense of presence 

 A sense and a real feeling of presence of our mother / parent figure is crucial for our early 

development.  In the same way, the felt sense of presence of the therapist is vital for those who have 

suffered deeply.  The sense of presence manifests when the therapist is, most of the time, in a Ventral Vagal 

state, and therefore in a social engagement and nurturing state. This, over time, can then be transmitted, 

almost by osmosis, to the client / patient. 

 
13 It is a form of kinesthetic learning; and can lead to kinesthetic empathy [Gray 2018 p 201] in both the therapist and 

DMT student.   I am using the term DMT student rather than client or patient, to break away from the concept that the 

sufferer of the trauma / abuse is a victim – and / or is condemned to a lifelong victim role. 

My Dance to Freedom taught me how to move in 

my body, my human body, once again 

Gray 2018 p 225 

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


 

 

 

21 
 2022 Ian R.F. Ross    

www.atdynamics.co.uk  

 

Neuro-science and related matters 

Four Key Themes of Neuroscience relevant to our Well-Being 
Based on the work of Richard Davidson et al 

 

 2022   B 25 

 Initially those who have suffered great trauma in childhood are in a dysregulated state. 

 

 As indicated above, the same is also the case for those who have, later in life, experienced great 

trauma / abuse.  In their abstract, Geller and Porges say: 

          Therapeutic presence involves therapists using their whole self to be both fully 

engaged and receptively attuned in the moment, with and for the client, to promote 

effective therapy. In this paper, we present a biobehavioural explanation of how 

therapeutic presence can facilitate a sense of safety in both therapist and client, to 

deepen the therapeutic relationship and promote effective therapy. The polyvagal 

theory is used as a guide to explain how specific features of therapeutic presence 
trigger a neurophysiological state in both client and therapist within which both 

perceive and experience feelings of safety. The polyvagal theory proposes that a state 

of safety is mediated by neuroception, a neural process that may occur without 

awareness, which constantly evaluates risk and triggers adaptive physiological 

responses that respond to features of safety, danger, or life threat. According to the 

theory, when safety is communicated via expressed markers of social engagement 

(e.g., facial expressions, gestures, and prosodic vocalizations), defensiveness is down-

regulated. Cultivating presence and engaging in present-centred relationships can 

therefore facilitate effective therapy by having both client and therapist enter a 

physiological state that supports feelings of safety, positive therapeutic relationships, 

and optimal conditions for growth and change. 

Geller and Porges 2014 p 178 

 

 At heart, for the client, a realisation of a feeling of the alive presence of the therapist enables, over 

time, a switch (mediated both unconsciously and consciously) from her or his dysfunctional autonomic state 

to one of feeling safe, permeated by activation of their Ventral Vagal / social engagement system. 

 An endearing feature of the above article on presence is that the authors make explicit what is 

required. 

Therapeutic presence begins with the therapist cultivating presence prior to a session 

and meeting the client from this state of presence. Expert therapists have reported 

that the experience of therapeutic presence involves concurrently 

a) being grounded and in contact with one’s integrated and healthy self;  

b) being open, receptive to, and immersed in what is poignant in the  

  moment; and  

c) having a larger sense of spaciousness and expansion of awareness and  

  perception. This grounded, immersed, and expanded awareness also  

  occurs with 

d) the intention of being with and for the client in service of their healing    

  process.  

 

By being grounded, immersed, and spacious, with the intention of being with and for 

the other, the therapist invites the client into a deeper and shared state of relational 

therapeutic presence. 

Geller and Porges 2014 p 179 
Formatting slightly changed from original 
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 This perspective of “cultivating presence prior to a session” very much overlaps with the idea of 

compassion-based meditation, in which we start the meditation with a clear intention, as Gelong Thubten 

makes clear. 

          In practical terms, when you do even a short session of meditation, it is good to actively 

create a compassionate intention14.... through spending a few moments mentally establishing 

the motivation for your meditation……. You can think, “I am doing this practice not only for 

myself, but also for others. Through this training, may I eventually be able to help others, in the 

deepest way possible.” Creating this aspiration through your thinking is incredibly powerful, as it 

sets the tone for the meditation, connects you with a deeper reason for meditating and invests 

its power in the most beneficial way. It gives you a plan, a purpose, transforming helpless feelings 

of empathy into the dynamic path of compassion training. 

Gelong Thubten 2019 pp 173-174 

 

 A meditative practice can be of great benefit for the personal and professional development of each 

of us, and facilitates in developing our own caring and nurturing essence, and thus our innate goodness.  At 

the same time, this will foster our own state of presence.  

 

 

III.8  Autogenic Training and Autonomic Afferents  

 We can view each Autogenic Exercise in various ways. One way I find particularly helpful is to view 

each of the ten [de Rivera 2018] Standard Exercises in terms of getting in touch (or more in touch) with the 

Autonomic Afferents that are giving us feedback during each aspect of the body scan and each AT Standard 

Exercise.  Figure III.8 below depicts a typical morning meditation session based on an AT sequence as 

experienced by the practitioner15. 

  

 
14 There are specific exercises that help us to develop Compassion. See, for example F10 on this website: “Constructive 

Feeling Meditation on Compassion” – based on an approach by Akong Rinpoche – and planned to be on line during 

Summer of 2022. 
15 In this case IR.  This is what is technically called “first person experience” …..  See, for example, Varela 1996; Varela & 

Shear 1999a; 1999b; Rigato et al 2021. 
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 AT Standard Exercise experience comment 

    

 Body scan Becoming aware of toes and feet; 

ankles; lower legs; knees etc 

Becoming aware of how our body 

can be seen as a reflection of the 

feedback (through Autonomic 

Afferents) that we are receiving 

from our body. This in turn will 

modulate efferent Autonomic 

output to the body**16. 

I. Heaviness in limbs Gradual awareness of sense of 

heaviness in limbs.  A vivencia (live 

experience) of weight in the limbs. 

I like the French phrase for 

this: “avoir du pois” i.e. “to 

have weight”. 

II. Warmth in limbs Slight sense of warmth  not so good on cold mornings 

III. Warmth 

(thermogenesisLdR) in Neck 

and Shoulder 

[LdR Thermogenesis: the term 

used by de Rivera 2018 i.e. 

warmth is generated] 

Warmth in shoulders definitely 

present  

(Even on cold mornings) 

IV. Warmth in throat area Gradual feeling of warmth (Throat chakra area) 

V. Warmth in chest (inner 

chest) 

Becoming in touch with inner warmth 

within this area 

(Chest chakra area) 

VI Heart exercise Gentle sense of heartbeat Becoming aware of heartbeat 

(“Heart Calm and Steady) and 

sometimes rhythm of heart.  

VII Warmth in solar core In touch with warmth deep down 

upper part of tummy 

(Solar Plexus chakra) 

VIII Warmth in lower core Glowing warmth deep down (Sacral chakra) 

IX. Coolness in forehead Aware of cooler air on forehead with 

sense of coolness 

(Third eye chakra) 

X. Awareness of Breathing Gently becoming aware of air moving 

in and out with breath. Especially 

movement of abdomen. 

With prolongation of this exercise, can 

lead to sense of awe and wonder; the 

eternal mystery of consciousness. 

Gently becoming in tune with 

rhythms of breathing and 

nature 

Linking this to Crown chakra is 

not inappropriate when this SE 

leads us towards a sense of 

Inter-Being  

Figure III.8 

Example of Vivencia of Standard Exercises 

 Vivencia is a Spanish word and is perhaps best rendered in English as “Live Experience”.  In keeping 

with Varela [Varela 1996], the “first person experience” is, axiomatically, unique for each of us. 

**Further Reflections on Autonomic Afferents in Autogenic Training III.8.i / 

 
16 Note that Luthe and Schultz state: “The shift to the autogenic state is facilitated by conditions involving significant 

reduction of afferent and efferent impulses…..” [Luthe & Schultz 1969 p 1]. These reductions in afferent and efferent 

impulses are referring to SNS autonomic activity.  The Autogenic process itself is associated with increased afferent and 

efferent activity of the Ventral Vagal PSNS; i.e. that of social engagement and feeling safe; and also associated with rest, 

repair and recuperation.  Also; evolution of the vagus nerve has resulted in 80% of the nerve fibres being afferent 

[Porges 2011; Geller & Porges 2014 p 181]; so we are getting, moment by moment, a vast amount of information from 

the state of the body by way of these afferent vagus nerve fibres.  
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Further Reflections on Autonomic Afferents in Autogenic Training in terms of Schultz, Luthe and others 

III.8.i  Luthe’s and Schlutz’ perspective on reduced afferent and efferent activity of SNS 

Luthe and Schultz state:  

“The shift to the autogenic state is facilitated by conditions involving significant reduction of 

afferent and efferent impulses…..” 

 Luthe & Schultz 1969 p 1 
 

These reductions in afferent and efferent impulses are referring to SNS autonomic activity; and 

specifically to “mobilisation with fear” [Porges 2011]. The Autogenic process itself is associated with 

increased afferent and efferent activity of the Ventral Vagal PSNS; i.e. that of social engagement and feeling 

safe; and also associated with rest, repair and recuperation.  Also note: 

 Evolution of the vagus nerve has resulted in 80% of the nerve fibres being afferent [Porges 

2011; Geller & Porges 2014 p 181]; 

 so as mentioned previously we17 are getting, moment by moment, a vast amount of vital 

information from the state of the body through these afferent vagal nerve fibres. 

III.8.ii  Autogenic Training and increased PSNS afferent and efferent activity18 

 The classic features of Autogenic Training are mediated through changes in the ancient [Dorsal 

Vagal] / unmyelinated] and the much newer – in evolutionary terms – Ventral Vagal myelinated system of 

Social Engagement. 

To clarify and for the avoidance of confusion re notation of PSNS: 

 The Autogenic process itself is associated with increased afferent and efferent activity of both the 

ancient unmyelinated Dorsal Vagal (sub-diaphragmatic) PSNS and the much newer Ventral Vagal (supra-

diaphragmatic) PSNS – i.e. that of social engagement and feeling safe. 

i. The ancient Dorsal Vagal system is activated in situations of Life Threat, when there is no 

chance of escape. This is the collapse state of: 

 Immobilisation in the context of fear,  

 Manifesting in terms of physical collapse (cf. zebra collapsing and 

appearing dead when pounced upon by a lion); or  

 a mental collapse state of not feeling good enough, “give up itis” 

[Frankl 1947 pp 163-164]; and is sometimes associated with 

dissociation [Porges 2011]. 

o This DV-Life Threat system is not active (i.e. is dormant) in the classic Autogenic 

Response. 
 

ii. Most of the time, mammals and humans are not in a state of immobilisation in the context 

of fear; and our ancient Dorsal Vagal system is acting in vital ways for our second by second, 

minute by minute, well-being. In other words, when there is no life threat, then this ancient 

system plays a crucial role to support health: 

 

 
17 At least our brains are; much of the information will be at an unconscious level (e.g. the neuroception input). 
18 Nature clearly had good reasons for this 80%. 
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 “The phylogenetically older unmyelinated vagal motor pathways are shared 

with most vertebrates and, in mammals when not recruited as a defence 

system, function to support health, growth, and restoration via neural 

regulation of subdiaphragmatic organs (i.e. internal organs below the 

diaphragm). 

Geller & Porges 2014 p 182 

 

This is fundamentally the DV PSNS of rest, repair, and recuperation, and includes facilitation 

of digestion and many other vital gut (and below diaphragm) activities vital for our health. 

Autogenic Training greatly facilitates this system, leading to greater resilience and feelings of 

well-being. This is implied and implicit in the original work of Schultz and Luthe. 

 

          From the psycho-physiological point of view, the term “autogenic” characterises 

the therapeutic implications resulting from a self-induced psychophysiological shift to a 

specific state (autogenic state) which facilitates (brain directed, self-generating, self-

regulatory) processes of a self-normalising nature. In other words, autogenic training 

and related autogenic practices are designed to promote……..brain directed self-

regulatory (autogenic) mechanisms which normally participate in homeostatic, 

recuperative, and self-normalizing processes.  

Luthe & Schultz 1969 p 1 

 

From a polyvagal perspective, these mechanisms – described by Luthe and Schultz – are 

predominantly those of the activation of the ancient Dorsal Vagal PSNS in the context of 

immobilisation – not so much when there is no fear – but rather when we are feeling safe. 

Homeostasis comes about by various mechanisms including, crucially, the bi-directional 

communication of this DV system.  Wallnöfer is alluding to this in his: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

iii. Over time, Autogenic and meditative practices also facilitate the activation of the Ventral 

Vagal PSNS efferents and afferents of social engagement and feelings of being safe. These 

dynamics are associated with Amplified States of Consciousness Induction [de Rivera 2018 

pp 14-18], creativity, and, it is suggested, increased nurturing and ethical behaviour [de 

Rivera 2018 p 27].  This is axiomatically associated with the strong connections between 

Ventral Vagal states, CARE, nurturing, PLAY, and wholesome SEEKING [Panksepp 1998], and 

our Reflective Function [Knox 2003 / 2012 Chapter 6; and glossary of E-03]. 

 

 

IV. Innate goodness / 

 

 

 

“All in the periphery is quiet” 

Wallnöfer

 

2000 
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IV. Innate goodness 

 

Research suggests that every human being comes into the world with “innate basic goodness” 

[Davidson 2018].  Given a “good enough parent” [Winnicott 1965], our neuro-physiology is primed to 

respond positively to nurturing and care from our parents – modulated through epigenetics and the Ventral 

Vagal Parasympathetic Nervous System and hormones such as oxytocin [Porges 2011; 2017].  

A good and easy to grasp example of our innate human goodness is given by Hamlin [Hamlin et al 

2007; and see link to video clip link in reference].  Such studies indicate that young infants tend to prefer 

positive / helpful type behaviours, rather than (selfish) behaviours that frustrate / intimidate others.  

Such innate goodness overlaps with what is sometimes called our Original Nature [Lü / Cleary 1991 pp 

41 & 109] and the (ancient) Chinese concept of Jen, Human-Heartedness. 

o If we experience a great deal of disharmony in our early years, this inner goodness can become dis-

torted / lost sight of. This may result in us developing Affective Stickiness, that is “emotion-captured 

attention” – which can result in lingering resentment [Davidson and Schuyler 2015].  

o This results in us being less able to recover from stressors (See Figure IV). 

o Yet, even then, the CARE and PLAY neuro-circuits are still there, even if latent – and can be activated 

later in life with the development of appropriate skills through inner work, counselling, psychother-

apy, and / or reflective and awareness building skills.  

These dynamics are discussed further in the companion article, B 26. 
 

***   ***   *** 

As implied above, some people are much more able to recover from stressors than others, as illus-

trated in Figure IV below. 
 

 
Figure IV 

Different Responses to Stressors and Afflictive Stickiness19 

See also Ross 2010 Figure 6.9 p 219 

 
19 Afflictive Stickiness is discussed further in 3.3B: Affective Stickiness (Afflictive Stickiness) of companion article B 26. 
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Comments on Figure IV 

         This may seem to be a curious graph to include in this final section on Innate Goodness, and so I 

feel some further comments may be apposite. 
 

Graph A 

         This illustrates a poor response to stressors; that is, the response is acute and prolonged, thus 

taking some time for our physiological state to settle. Such a response is associated with negative 

ruminations, affective (afflictive) stickiness, and the associated lingering resentment. 

          The seeds of such mental states are often associated with childhood traumas and dysfunctional 

family dynamics, which result in a dysfunction of Autonomic patternings that can persist into adult life.  

Such a patterning is often transgenerational, mediated through epigenetics. So no blame per se to the 

parents. Their own parents may well not have been blessed by the innate goodness that will normally 

develop in the context of a CARE-ing and nurturing home where the child is free to PLAY; and has a 

backdrop of feeling safe [Porges 2011].  The dysfunctional transgenerational patterning tends to 

activate hypervigilant states (SNS mobilisation in the context of – neurocepted – FEAR); and / or not 

feeling good enough arising from Dorsal Vagal activity. 

          Such dynamics will underpin the poor outcome in the ACE study [Adverse Childhood Events - 

Felitti et al 1998; see Section II and Figure II]. 
 

Graph B 

          The dynamics here are very different.  The individual, as illustrated, recovers quickly from the 

stressor, and the peak intensity is short lived. 

           This will tend to be the pattern that develops in the context of “Good enough Parents” 

[Winnicott 1965]; here the child will generally feel safe, loved, and nurtured – and in an atmosphere full 

of PLAY [Panksepp 1998] and wholesome social engagement, with the Ventral Vagal state being the 

essential default position of the parents / carers.  

           In these contexts, the Innate Goodness of the growing child will be fostered and allowed to 

flourish. 

 

***   ***   *** 

 

Davidson’s research indicates that as we develop insight (and meta-attention) we will be less prone 

to suffer from this emotional captured attention – and more likely to see the inter-relatedness of all things 

[Inter-Being – Hanh 2012 pp 55-58].  Meditative trainings increase insight. Richard Davidson’s life work has 

shown that focusing on positive attributes such as well-being, kindness and compassion can bring about a 

totally new perspective (from a western cultural stance) in terms of health care and flourishing. Autogenic 

Training can play a significant part in this renaissance.  

 

***   ***   *** 

 

Epilogue /  
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3. Epilogue: 

 As indicated at the start of this paper, in his 2018 UNESCO address, Davidson, having introduced the 

four key themes of neuroscience, goes on to discuss four specific skills to promote well-being: Attention, 

Connection, Insight and Purpose (i.e. having a purpose, a raison d'être for life).  These four skilful practices 

help us to reduce the impact of the “slings and arrows of life”, while at the same time promoting flourishing, 

well-being, and a sense of common purpose for humanity and our planet.  These four skills are the subject of 

the next article in this series: B 26. 

We can envisage that developing such practices are crucial for ourselves, our families, society, all 

societies, and our planet.  In particular, these four skills can allow our innate goodness to flourish.  Our 

common, existential purpose as human beings, wherever we live, whatever nation / country we live in, is: for 

our planet, our mother earth, to survive. This is the deeper meaning of inter-being20 and a systems view of 

life [Capra & Luisi 2014] that helps us to be in touch with this innate goodness and Jen.  

 National rivalries and ambitions need to pale into insignificance from a global, planetary and 

humanitarian perspective. What does it profit a man if he gain the whole world, and mother earth dies?  

Thich Nhat Hanh has said: “There is no way to peace, peace is the way”.   
 

Martin Luther King said: ““We must learn to live together as brothers21 or perish 

together as fools.” [King 1964] – from March 22, 1964, speech in St. Louis. 
 

Joseph Rotblat, in a talk given in Edinburgh in the early 1980s said: 

  Remember our common humanity, and forget the rest 

 

The essential work of Richard Davidson and others is to foster our neurocircuits towards nurturing 

and CARE and PLAY, and our Ventral Vagal system; and thus a growing sense of our common humanity and 

response-ability as citizens of the world. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

***   ***   *** 

 
20 See, for example: Hanh 2016: “The last sack of rice” pp 44-45; “A French Soldier” (pp 46-51. I am writing this epilogue 

several weeks into the Russian invasion of Ukraine (24-02-2022) – subsequent to the initial start of this war in 2014. 
21 Today he would probably have said: “We must learn to live together as brothers and sisters, or perish together as 

fools.” 

Ian Ross 
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4. Thematically related articles on website 

 

A13 Expressive Autogenic Resilience Training Exercise (series C) 2021 

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 15 Towards a Growth Mindset Based on the work of Dr Carol S. Dweck 2014 

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) 2017 

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

B22 A playfully sympathetic approach to the Polyvagal Theory: An introduction to the concepts of 

Flourishing Autogenically  

2021 

B24   Autogenic Switches and Well-Being.  

This deals with some of the underlying dynamics that can facilitate balance and 

harmony in those regularly practising Autogenic Training (this article) 

2020 

B 25 Themes of Neuroscience relevant to Well-Being (i.e. this paper) 2022 

B 26 Well-Being and Flourishing as a Skill we can Develop 2022 

B 27    Three Forms of Meditation and their varying and specific effects on Well-Being – after Ricard, 

Lutz, and Davidson  

Planned for 

Autumn 2022 

C2 Mindsight – our seventh sense and associated pre-frontal cortex function [based on Siegel 

2010] 

2011 

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 (Background Research Paper for 

talk given to the British Autogenic Society Annual Lecture 21st May 2016) 

2016 

F 1 An introduction to Autogenics 3.0 Based on the work of Luis de Rivera 2018 

 

 

 

 

 

5. Glossary / 
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5. Glossary 

 

Affective 

Stickiness 

Also see below as 

Afflictive 

Stickiness 

Transposed and 

adapted from 

glossary of B 26 

Affective Stickiness is the term Davidson uses to denote our tendency to dwell on 

distressing / negative events – and not let go of them [Davidson 2015].  This can result in 

distressing and unwholesome ruminations, ill-being, and reduced resilience (see alao Figure 

IV]. 

Of course, not all affects are unwholesome. For this reason, I find the term Afflictive 

Stickiness more pertinent – and it will be seen that in this article the two terms are used 

more or less interchangeably. 

We can also reframe Afflictive Stickiness in terms of the Second Arrow, which can lead to 

“Lingering Resentment” [Davidson & Schuyler 2015 p 89].  Lingering Resenment can often 

be part of a feeling of hatred / ill will towards others, and  is intimately linked with 

dysfunctional negative ruminations that take us in a downward spiral. 

The four specific skills we can develop and enhance towards flourishing and well-being can 

help to reduce Afflictive Stickiness and Lingering resentment (See B 26 in this series). 

 

 

 

 

See also: Section 2.4AS Afflictive States in B 26. 

Afflictive  

           Stickiness: 

See Affective Stickiness above.  Afflictive Stickiness is the term used by Davidson [Davidson 

2018; Davidson and Schuyler 2015].   

I like the term Afflictive Stickiness as it resonates with the Buddhist term afflictions, and the 

distress they can cause us [see, for example, Hanh 1998: pp 22-23; 74]. 

Akong Tulku 

Rinpoche 

1940-2013 

Akong Tulku Rinpoche was born in 1940, in Eastern Tibet.  As a teenager he was given the 

task of running a monastery.  In 1959 he and a small group, including his brother, escaped 

from Tibet when the Chinese took over (recounted by his brother, Lama Yeshe Losal 

Rinpoche 2020  From a Mountain in Tibet – A Monk’s Journey). He subsequently came to 

Britain, and was responsible for the creation of the Tibetan Buddhist centre Samye Ling in 

Southern Scotland. 

See also: Akong Tulku Rinpoche: 1994 Taming The Tiger.  

Body Prosody 

 

 

DMT: Dance 

Movement 

Therapy 

A germ coined by Gray. 

 The increased movement, verbal, and behavioural coherence observed in these 

early years of trauma treatment is what I now refer to as “body prosody” (2016) 

from the perspective of polyvagally informed DMT.  Body prosody refers to the 

healthy, diverse range of momvent “tones” that allow us to express the full range of 

our internal world, including our feelings, emotions, and thoughts. Congruence in 

movement, affect, and cognition are a sign of well-being and social engagement in 

safe contexts......... 

Gray 2018 pp 210-211 

Gray 2016 

“If the individual recovers quickly and there is no lingering resentment— affective stickiness—

then it is likely that high levels of well-being can persist even in the face of these seemingly 

inconsistent emotions” 

 [Davidson and Schuyler 2015 p 89] 
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BrainMind 

 

See also 

MindBrain 

 A term used by Panksepp & Biven in an attempt to get away for dualistic thinking about these 

matters.  (cf Descartes: “I think therefore I am” as becoming the superior scientific approach 

with the dismissal of mere emotions). For a fuller discussion regarding this aspect, see Panksepp 

1998 pp 309; 420 endnote 34; and MacGilchrist 2021]  

 We use the two terms, mind and brain, double capitalised and in both sequences, to 

highlight that affective neuroscience is thoroughly monistic, with no remaining dualistic 

perspective22. The term “BrainMind” is used more often when we take the bottom-up 

view, and “MindBrain” when we take a top-down view, both being essential for 

understanding the “circular causalities” within the evolutionary strata of the brain..... 

 The double capitalisation, without space, also highlights the necessity of viewing the 

brain.......... as a unified organ with no residue of the dualistic perspective that envisions 

mind and brain as separate entities, an intellectual tradition that has only hindered our 

understanding (see Chapter 2). 

 At the same time the two versions of the term highlight: 

i. That certain aspects of the brain are intrinsic to the types of mental 

contents we have (BrainMind), while 

ii. The other emphasises that in upper regions of this organ, abundant 

learning and thought, commonly guided by societal and cultural 

influences, generate complexities that may not be clarified in animal 

research. 

[Panksepp and Biven 2012 p 7: The Archeology of Mind:  

Neuorevolutionary Origins of Human Emotions]  

This perspective is in harmony with that of Systems Theory [Capra & Luisi 2014]; and the 

Buddhist concept of Inter-Being [Hanh 2012]. 

Compassion  

 

See also fuller 

entry in glossary 

of B 26 

 

Compassion is related to empathy, yet goes beyond empathy. The central feature of compassion 

is the motivation, the desire manifesting in action to help relieve the suffering of other beings. 

Compassion can therefore be regarded as a fundamental aspect of wholesome pro-social 

behaviour. 

 Compassion is a feeling of concern for another, along with a desire to improve his or her 

well-being [Davidson & Schuyler 2015 (Chaper 25) p 98]. 

These themes will be explored in more depth in the thematically related article B 26. 

Compassion can also be specifically developed with certain mindfulness / meditative approaches. 

See thematically related article B 27. 

See also: Davidson and Schuler Chapter 5 2015 

Ricard, Lutz, & Davidson 2014   

Empathy 

 

For a fuller 

discussion see B 

26 Glossary; that 

includes 

Empathic Distress 

 

Empathy is the ability to imagine oneself in someone else’s position, or in someone else’s shoes.  

We could say it is an essential precursor to compassion.   

“One step beyond empathy (and more directly related to well-being) is the ability of an 

individual to engage in pro-social behaviour [Davidson & Schuyler p 97 2015].  

“A vital precursor to the development of pro-social behaviour is the activation of empathy, or 

the ability of an indivdual to recognise and share the emotions of others” [Davidson op.cit. p 96] 

Davidson and Schuyler go on to define empathy as: 

o The sharing of the feelings of other [op cit p 98] 

o Such sharing, including the sharing of painful feelings, can come about with the 

activation of our Ventral Vagal / Social Engagment System [Porges 2011] 

 
22 See also Dobbin and S. Ross 2012 in their article on Dumping Dualism (IR; i.e. this footnote not in original Panksepp 

quote) 
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Eu-molecules 

 

From glossary of 

Ross 2010 

 

Eu: life 

enhancing 
Eus: Greek / Latin: 

“good“ [CED] 

Similar in concept to Sely's Eustress. A term coined by IR (Ross 2007B – unpublished) to 

describe the cascades of life-enhancing informational substances that flow through the 

body when we are in a state of harmony; when our thoughts are positive and / or nurturing; 

and when we are in a positive mental state / emotion (affect). If we smile gently, that will be 

associated with cascades of informational eu-molecules. (Compare with Mal-molecules - see 

below in glossary.) 

 Note that molecules are, obviously, not in themselves good or bad. However, on-

going cascades of informational substances that flow through our body when we 

are in harmony and / or in a positive mood / affect will have beneficial effects on 

our health and being. In such a context these informational substances are called 

eu-molecules. 

See also Pert 1997 

Eustress 

 
Adapted from 

glossary of Ross 

2010; and p 47 op 

cit. 

The term used by Selye  [1975] for positive, life enhancing stress. [Eu- : Greek for good.] 

Selye distinguished four types of stress: 

i. Overstress: too much stress 

ii. Understress: too little stress 

iii. Eustress:  good positive stress; life enhancing stress 

iv. Distress:  bad (i.e. harmful) stress 

Kinaesthetic 

learning 

Kinaesthetics can be defined as: “The study of body motion, and of the perception (both 

conscious and unconscious) of one's own body motions”  [https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kinaesthetics] 

Kinaesthetic learning: 

 Kinesthetic learning (American English), kinaesthetic learning (British English), or 

tactile learning is a learning style in which learning takes place by the students 

carrying out physical activities, rather than listening to a lecture or watching 

demonstrations.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kinesthetic_learning  

 

Polyvagally informed approaches to such learning, as in Dance Movement Therapy, 

acknowledge the vital role of the DMT therapist in developing kinaesthetic empathy.  See 

also presence.  

Jen In ancient China, there was a quality that was considered higher than any other; it was not, 

for example, courage, or beauty, or perseverance.  It was Jen. 

This quality was known as Jen, which can perhaps best be  

translated as human-heartedness (Watts 1995; page 25). 
 

We can get more in touch with the sacred and human-heartedness within each of us by 

mental training which facilitates our CARE / nurturing circuits [Panksepp 1998], and 

activates our positive emotions through the increased activity of our Ventral Vagal para-

sympathetic nervous system afferents [Porges 2011].  

Lingering   

    Resentment 

A term used by Davidson and Schuyler 2015 that is associated with Affective Stickiness 

[Davidson & Schuyler 2015].  Lingering Resentment can be associated with feelings of hatred 

and ill-will towards others, and acts as a hindrance to recover from stressors.  Negative and 

downwardly spiralling ruminations may at times have more than a little lingering resentment. 

Mal-molecules 

 
From the glossary of 

Ross 2010 
 

A term used by IR derived originally from Selye's concept Eu-stress; hence Eu-molecules (see 

above in this glossary; and referred to in Ross 2005X – unpublished). 

Mal-molecules, on the other hand, is a term used to describe on-going and persistent 

cascades of informational substances when we are stressed and / or when we are in a 
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Mal: from old 

French, and 

Latin: malus: 

bad; made 

badly [CED] 

Cf. Eu: life 

enhancing 

 

negative / destructive mood or affect.  For example, every time we recall a past event that 

still makes us angry, we are actually setting in motion cascades of (potentially) mal-

molecules.  Recurrent cascades of such mal-molecules can, over time, lead to Allostatic Load. 

[Unresolved and unremitting persistent grief would be another example]. 

 Note that molecules are, obviously, not in themselves good or bad. However, 

persistent and unremitting cascades of some informational substances (molecules) 

can lead to damage; and these we call mal-molecules. 

We could say that metaphorically there is an on-going dance within each of us between eu-

molecules and mal-molecules.  Our task is to facilitate our eu-molecules. If we feed the 

“negative wolf within”, there will be certain outcomes. If we feed the positive / nurturing 

within, our Ventral Vagal, nurturing, and whole social engagement circuits will be fostered. 

This can be seen in terms of befriending emotions whatever they are; and with this positive 

approach we can allow our wholesome mental state to dance with our distressing mental 

states in rhythm with Rumi’s The Guest House. 

See Fredrickson 2009 p 179 re wolves within – A Cherokee Story; and 

RUMI 1995 p 109 

 

Neuroception 

 

Imported from 

B 22 

 

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 usu-

ally 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 Dana 

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 and 

updated from  

B 22 on web; 

itself  

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 (ANS). 

1. The Primitive and oldest part of the ANS, and notated as the Dorsal Vagal 

(unmyelianted) division of the Para Sympathetic Nervous System (PSNS);  it dates back  

to the evolution  of vertebrates (600 million years ago).  

This is the system that operates unconsciously when an organism is severely threatened 

and “feigns death” – e.g. flopping down on the ground as if dead; this 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]. 

• This / 
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• This 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. 

 

Important caveat re Dorsal Vagal ancient PSNS when no life threat. 

When there is no life threat, then this ancient system plays a crucial role to 

support health: 

 “The phylogenetically older unmyelinated vagal motor pathways are 

shared with most vertebrates and, in mammals when not recruited as a 

defence system, function to support health, growth, and restoration via 

neural regulation of subdiaphragmatic organs (i.e. internal organs below 

the diaphragm). 

Geller & Porges 2014 p 182 

 

                                                                           

2. The Sympathetic Nervous System (SNS) flight / fight system.  This is in essence the 

Mobilisation system – e.g. when we are in danger. 

• Mobilisation with fear – for flight; or Mobilisation with anger / rage – for fight.  

This system has its origin approximately 400 million years ago [Levine 2018 pp 14-15]. 

 

 

Polyvagal 

Theory 

 continued  

 

 

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

to Social Engagement /  Social Communication.  This involves, for example:  

o Facial Expression 

o Listening 

o Vocalisation 

          This myelinated 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. 

This is the newest of the ANS systems to evolve, dating back approximately 100 million 

years [Levine 2018 pp 14-15]. 

***   ***   *** 
 

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 situa-

tions can be activated in the here and now through memory or a present moment experi-

ence that triggers that previous emotional state. This can then lead to severe on-going 

autonomic dysfunction associated with, for example, social withdrawal and / or depres-

sion. 

***   ***   *** 

Hybrid Autonomic States / 

 

Furthermore, the following Hybrid Autonomic States have been described: 
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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 an-

other way, mobility without fear). Here we have a combination of VV (the fun / playful 

part) and SNS in safe mode – i.e. mobilisation for actions (e.g. running; jumping) while 

feeing safe and therefore in PLAY-full mood [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 condi-

tions 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]. 

Presence  A sense of presence can be reframed in terms of the Polyvagal Theory [Geller & Porges 2011].  

A sense of presence is embedded in our present moment autonomic state. 

 Presence is a ventral vagal state that reflects our mindful ability to be compassionate 

towards oursleves and our clients [Geller & Porges 2011] and to communicate safety.  

In work with survivors of human rights abuses described in this chapter, presence can 

communicate our humanity. 

Gray 2018 p 211 

 

Prosody 

 

See also body 

prosody 

“Prosody is the intonation in the voice that conveys emotion.  Polyvagal Theory emphasises 

that prosody is mediated by the vagal mechanism and, similar to heart rate variability (i.e. 

respiratory sinus arrythmia), conveys information about physiological state 

Porges 2017 p 23 

Rotblat, Jo-

seph 

Born in Poland, and marooned in the UK when Germany invaded Poland; an atomic scientist who 

worked on the Manhattan Project, USA; resigned (“demanded to leave”) when Germany 

surrendered “because Japan did not have a nuclear capability, and he saw no moral justification 

for continuing the work”.  Later became a key member of Pugwash (Conferences on science and 

world affairs); and awarded the Nobel Peace Prize at the age of 86. [source: BBC NEWS | UK | 

Obituary: Prof Sir Joseph Rotblat ]. Once said in a talk in Edinburgh: 

o “Remember your common humanity, and forget the rest.” 

Social 

Engagement  

The term used by  Porges [Porges 2011] to describe the engaged communication humans 

(and mammals) develop (have developed) between individuals and groups when we are 

feeling safe.  It reflects a predominantly dominant activation of the Ventral Vagal part of our 

Autonomic Nervous Systems. 

It is associated with, for example:  good eye contact, positive / warm intonation of the voice, 

and warm and friendly facial features (see also prosody). 

See also Polyvagal Theory. 
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Developing specific skills for life can change our biology, and change the course of many chronic diseases.  

Chronic illnesses are often associated with increased stress hormone levels and 

 increased inflammation. 

 

 Appropriate training in mental skills such as meditation reduces stress hormone levels,  

reduces inflammatory responses, and increases Well-Being [Davidson 2003A]. 

 

This is the focus of the next article in the series: 

 B 26: Well-Being and Flourishing as a Skill we can Develop 

 

***   ***   *** 
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