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The Nature of Being Human 

reframes consciousness and embodiment 

through a new somatic lensðone that unites 

biology, psychology, and the invisible field of 

energy that moves through us all. Jeanne 

Denney draws on decades of therapeutic 

practice, hospice work and motherhood to 

illuminate  how consciousness itself shapes and 

un-shapes the body, tracing predictable arcs of 

growth, relationship, and decline. Moving beyond 

reductionist science, she invites therapists, 

medical workers, body-centered 

practitioners  and ordinary mortals to observe 

the human life cycle, not as a linear march 

toward decay, but as a pulsing exchange 

between form and formlessness.  Through 

luminous stories and grounded insight, Denney 

reveals how our bodies are teachers of 

consciousness, and how every relationship, every 

aging cell, is part of an elegant choreography of 

becoming and letting go. This is not just a book 

about healingðitôs a reminder that being human 

is a sacred practice, one that begins in wonder 

and ends in belonging. 

 

About Jeanne: I am a transpersonal and somatic therapist 

and whole life doula, a teacher, healer, author of The Effects 

of Compassionate Presence on the Dying, and founder of the 

School of Unusual Life Learning (SoULL). 

Since leaving an engineering career 24 years ago, I have 

worked in many venues to help people fearlessly embrace a 

life which includes aging, dying and nature. This has involved 

years at bedsides with the elderly and children, in study and 

research, in contributing pioneering ideas to somatic 

psychology, in death and grief work, teaching, and years 

helping create and facilitate the Art of Dying projects in New 

York City.   

I believe my insights on energy and the body through aging, 

illness, and dying are unique because they have been derived from this wide lens of 

human experience and a deep understanding of our mortal journey. 

You can preorder the book here: ƘǧǇǎΥκκŦƻǊƳǎΦƎƭŜκYǉǉǇYпмŦ±мǊŘō½[I!  

Stay tuned for a review coming to SPT Magazine soon. 

https://www.amazon.com/Effects-Compassionate-Presence-Dying-communicative/dp/3639093925
https://www.amazon.com/Effects-Compassionate-Presence-Dying-communicative/dp/3639093925
https://www.jeannedenney.com/the-school
https://www.artofdying.org/
https://forms.gle/KqqpK41fV1rdbZLHA?fbclid=IwZXh0bgNhZW0CMTAAYnJpZBExTWxET2tDa0ZWeGZYVWp4c3NydGMGYXBwX2lkEDIyMjAzOTE3ODgyMDA4OTIAAR5fMsdy3DT5hCy2NhgP5yiRg8wys6uO8vN88bMaZDSDNobhnZEUXjMDKTx_eg_aem_bP9OqjYEUFSgQjqq3ytJMQ
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Welcome to SPT Magazine, Volume 16, Number 1 

 

We are pleased to share several in-depth book reviews in this issue, including Dirk Marivoetôs 

reflections on The Poetics of Unnamed Emotions, Steph McIsaacôs engagement with Living 

Toward Justice, Nancy Eichhornôs immersion in Spirituality Through a Highly Sensitive Lens, 

and Tim Rodierôs experience with Embodied Play Therapy: Healing and Building Identity with 

Children. 

 

Across the feature articles, a shared thread emerges: an exploration of how we come to know 

ourselves and one another through embodied experience, relational presence, and deeper 

listening. Whether addressing trust, trauma, pleasure, meaning, or somatic organization, the 

pieces in this issue invite us to consider how healing and transformation unfold when body, 

perception, and relationship are brought more fully into awareness. 

 

In The Biology of Trust and Beyond, Maria Strºmberg offers a fresh understanding of safety 

as something not only biological, but also livedðan experience in which perception, the body, 

and conscious seeing come together in the emergence of trust. 

 

Dr. Elya Steinberg contributes three articles to this issue: The Art of Hearing What Isnôt Said, 

Each Morning Anew, and Finding the Fourth Position. In The Art of Hearing What Isnôt Said, 

she highlights the power of pausing and asking a client, ñWhat do you feel I didnôt hear?ò 

when they seem to be repeating themselves. This simple question can open a gateway to 

deeper connection and richer exploration. In Each Morning Anew, she reflects on pleasure, 

meaning, and what may be missing in psychotherapy and medicine, while Finding the Fourth 

Position explores ways of stepping beyond the trauma triangle. We welcome Dr Steinberg as 

our newest monthly blogger as well. Please check our website for her monthly blogs. 

 

We are also trying an experiment in this issue by including a longer, more journal-style 

article: Dirk Marivoetôs Relational Pulsation: Shape, Countershape and the Somatic 

Organization of Experience. In it, he suggests that relational pulsation emerges through 

interacting processes such as autonomic regulation, interoception, predictive processing, and 

tissue adaptation, and that repeated relational conditions may gradually shape bodily 

organization. His work seeks to bridge classical body psychotherapy, 

contemporary neuroscience, and fascia research.  

 

We welcome your feedback on including these longer, more academic-style 

papers in future issues. And we encourage you to submit your articles, too. 

 

Warmly, 

Nancy Eichhorn, Ph.D. 

Founding-Editor-in-Chief, SPT Magazine 
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Integrated Somatics and a Renewed  
 

Updates from USABP 
 

 
What is new    States      

 
We are excited to share that planning is underway for the USABP National Conference in 

2027. It has been a long time since we last gathered together as a community, and so 

  in   since then.   
 
Our conference theme, Integrated Somatics: New Horizons in Embodied 

Transformation, reflects both where we are now and where we are heading. A call for 

papers will be released   
 
Why Integrated Somatics? As our membership continues to grow and diversify, we feel 

importance of creating a shared home for the many ways people engage the body in 

healing and transformation. Integration speaks to a deepening need for connection across 

diРerencesðacross lineages, research traditions, and embodied practices. We see this 

as an invitation toward greater coherence in the field, while still honoring what makes each 

unique.   keep    plans         

 us.  
 
We also warmly invite you to explore our newly redesigned website. Interest in 

somatics is growing, and we are passionate about welcoming newcomers into this vibrant 

field. Our Director of Programs and Marketing, Liam Blume, with the support of Brenna 

Jorgensen, has devoted tremendous care to re-envisioning our site so it reflects the 

richness of what we r.      r ,       

     

We continue to expand what is available to you as a member. On-demand 

webinars, an Authorôs Corner, and movement explorations are all included with 

membership. Our webinar archive, in particular, holds something very special: the voices 

of pioneers who shaped field. Many of these teachers are no longer with us, and it is 

deeply meaningful to be able r n  their   
 
We hope you will continue learning with us and alongside one another. Let your 

colleagues, your teachers, and the emerging voices of newer practitioners who bring fresh 

eyes to    your    
 
 
 

Aline LaPierre 

President, 

USABP 

.usabp.or 

http://www.usabp.org/
http://www.usabp.org/
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The Poetics of Unnamed Emotion:  
From The Dictionary of Obscure Sorrows to Core StrokesÈ 

 
 

Written by John Koenig 

Reviewed by Dirk Marivoet 

 

 
 

 

Editorôs Note: In this ñlyrical essayò, Dirk Marivoet explores the kinship between John 

Koenigôs Dictionary Obscure Sorrows and the somatic language of Core StrokesÈ. 

Through the meeting of and fascia, he reveals how both poetic naming and 

therapeutic touch give voice to emotion. A meditation on breath, empathy, and 

embodiment, it invites readers to feel language   living tissue wher   

 r   

 

The Secret Names of Feeling 

Every language begins as breath. Before alphabets, before the first word was carved into 

clay or inked onto paper, someone exhaled a sound trembling with meaning ð a cry, a hum, 

a sighð each born from a body touched by life. The ancients believed that to name a thing 

was to call its spirit into form, and that to speak a word was to shape the invisible so that 

another could feel it.  

Yet countless experiences pass through us nameless. They brush the edge of consciousness 

like wind through tall grass ð felt but not yet formed. A sudden ache when a stranger 

smiles. The vertigo of being seen. The small grief of beauty already too perfect to hold. 

These are the ñobscure sorrows,ò the half-tones of being that John Koenig gathered into his 

improbable lexicon.  

Koenigôs Dictionary of Obscure Sorrows is less a book than a listening instrument.  

He listens with a poetôs body ð attuned to meanings that vibrate before they become words. 

He leans toward the unsayable and hears it whisper its own name. Sonder. Opia. 

Chrysalism. Words that feel as if they had always existed, waiting for the right temperature 

of compassion to crystallize.  

Each of these words opens a door between inner and outer, the personal and the cosmic. 

They are linguistic fascia ð thin membranes of empathy that connect isolated organs of 

experience. When we speak them aloud, the breath itself becomes connective tissue.  

The fascia also speaks in textures: Warm Honey, Streaming Silk ð sometimes Gritty, 

sometimes Mud ð each carrying its own story of resistance and release.  Where Koenig 

found syllables, I found touch; where he invented language, I discovered tone. Both of us 

entered the same temple ð the threshold where sensation turns into meaning and meaning 

dissolves back into sensation.  
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The Unspoken and the Unfelt ð The Limits of Language 

Language is an exquisite failure. It reveals by concealing. 

Each word is a skin of precision wrapped around the infinite, 

never able to hold it fully. When we speak of joy or grief, 

what escapes our lips is the fossil of an experience already 

past. 

The body knows more. Long before a child can pronounce 

love, the nervous system has already tasted its absence ð 

and its warmth. Breath learns the rhythm of approval; 

fascia remembers the shape of being held. These early 

imprints live beneath grammar. They are the bodyôs syntax 

of contact. 

Phenomenologists such as Merleau-Ponty wrote that 

perception is ña bodyôs silent dialogue with the world.ò  

Gaston Bachelard heard the imagination itself breathing 

inside matter. Their philosophies hover near the realm that 

Koenig reopenedðthe porous zone between word and flesh, 

where emotions are not objects but atmospheres. 

Koenigôs neologisms do not pretend to define; they evoke. 

Each is a gentle act of permission. When someone reads 

sonder, they recognize a texture in their own chest: the subtle opening that happens when we 

realize we are surrounded by other centers of consciousness. It is a word that breathes 

empathy. 

But what happens before the word? What is felt in the half-second of silence when experience 

rises but language has not yet come? In therapy, that moment is sacred. It is the edge where 

the body waits for articulation, where trembling can still choose its direction. To rush it would 

be to tear the new word before it is born. 

Fascia lives in that same interval. Its language is resonance ð vibration and relational tone ð 

beyond the reach of words. The touch of a listening hand can name what language has 

forgotten. When tissue melts under presence, it is as if an unnamed sorrow has found its 

mother tongue. 

 

Koenigôs Cartography of Feeling 

Koenigôs Dictionary reveals an unseen geography of emotion, drawn in the faint ink of 

awareness. He writes of delicate inflections rather than grand passionsð the microclimates of 

the Soul. 

 Sonder ð the sudden awareness that each passerby has a life as intricate as your own. 

A widening in the chest, a descent of the shoulders, a sigh that says we are all infinite stories. 
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Opia ð the tremor that moves through two 

gazes meeting. The diaphragm tightens, pupils 

dilate, the fascia between eyes and heart 

becomes a 

Vemºdalen ð the despair of taking a beautiful 

photo that looks like thousands of A 

collapse of creative breath; the ribs contract, 

the skin feels  

 

Lachesism ð the strange wish for disaster, 

simply to feel alive again. Energy surges toward 

risk; muscles harden as if to greet catastrophe 

with relief. 

 

Chrysalism ð the peace of being indoors 

during a  A steady pulse through 

viscera; the worldôs violence softened by 

protective walls. 

 

Each word is a gesture ð a movement of 

consciousness that becomes a concept. To read 

them is feel the musculature of emotion: 

expansion, contraction, trembling, release. 

They form a choreography of subtle tides, like breath phases whispered into the  

 

Koenigôs project emerged in a digital age saturated with speed and superficiality. In  

context, his Dictionary became a slow-breathing organism, reminding millions that the 

heart contains unnamed continents. He oРered linguistic shelter to feelings that social 

media compresses into emojis. 

 

Yet his words are not labels; they are invitations. Sonder is not a disorder to be treated, but 

a threshold to be crossed. Each term becomes a small ritual of recognition ð a gentle 

stroke reverence toward the intricacy of being human. 

 

In this sense, Koenig performs the same alchemy that body psychotherapy seeks: 

vagueness into form, but without reduction. His etymologies are fictional, yet 

they  because they sound true. What stirs the psyche is resonance, not fact. When a 

word meets a forgotten feeling at its own frequency, language becomes 

The Somatic Parallel ð Naming Through the Body 

The human body is its own lexicon. Every tissue vibrates with verbs: to reach, to fold, to 

resist, to yield. The fascia is a continuous poem written in tension and release. When I, in 

the Core StrokesÈ lineage, speak of Warm Honey or Streaming Silk, I am not indulging 

metaphor; I am practicing phenomenology. I am naming reality from within sensation. 
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Koenigôs neologisms and my fascial textures arise from the same necessity: the need to 

give shape to the invisible. He names through sound; I name through touch. Both are 

acts of r membering ð bringing dismembered experience back into  

 

Imagine sonder as a fascial event: the moment a thoracic diaphragm, long held in 

vigilance, feels anotherôs breath enter the same field. The connective tissue, like 

a drawn aside, allows energy to flow 

between bodies. The word itself becomes 

palpable ð a tissue that remembers it belongs to 

a larger ganism. 

 

Or take monachopsis, the chronic feeling of being 

out of place. In the body, it appears as 

levitation ð feet that barely root, eyes scanning 

for a belonging that the ground withholds. In 

such bodies, the lower legs appear almost 

translucent ð as if the fascia had 

 from disuse. The calves feel 

weightless, undercharged, as though the person 

was hovering just above the ground. The breath, 

too, hovers high, reluctant to descend into 

. 

 

Where Koenig creates linguistic intimacy, Core 

StrokesÈ restores somatic intimacy. 

practices counter the modern fragmentation that 

separates intellect from sensation. Each or 

touch becomes an integration point, a node 

where meaning 

 

Language as Breath, Breath as Language 

 

Every word begins as an exhale. To pronounce chrysalism is to soften the palate and release 

air through a gentle hiss ð the very sound of shelter. To speak lachesism requires a 

tightening the chest, a small explosion at the ñch.ò The articulation itself mirrors the 

In therapy, when a client finally utters something that had been trapped in muscle or 

, the breath often shifts first. The larynx, diaphragm, and pericardium adjust to 

make room new resonance. The word rides on liberated fascia. 

 

Thus, Koenigôs Dictionary can be read not merely as poetry but as a manual of 

linguistics ð a study of how vowels and consonants trace the shape of human aРect. His 

invented etymologies ð half Greek, half dream ð echo the composite nature of tissue 

hybrid, adaptive,  
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In Clinical Practice ð The Obscure Sorrows of Tissue 

 

In clinical practice, each texture I touch seems to carry its own obscure  

 Warm Honey ð the slow radiance of tenderness finding its  

 Gritty ð the friction of eРort, the frustration of movement half-alive,  

 Mud ð the heaviness of confusion, the pull of collapse within unfinished  

 Cold Wax ð the self that sealed itself against further  

 Streaming Silk ð the joy of coherence returning after 

These are not metaphors about emotion; they are emotion ð expressed in collagen and 

r, memory and  Fascia remembers the places where language oke. When touch 

restores relational tone, the body begins to compose new sentences. 

 

Koenig gives the psyche permission to articulate 

forgotten feelings; Core StrokesÈ gives 

body permission to articulate forgotten 

 Both gestures are linguistic in the 

oldest sense of logos ð meaning made flesh.  

 

In that ancient understanding, language and 

body share a single pulse. The word is not a   

symbol of reality; it is reality speaking itself 

through sound and gesture. 

 

 

The Meeting Point ð The Body of Language, 

the Language of the Body  

 

Between Koenigôs lexicon and the fasciaôs subtle 

idiom lies a hidden bridge: the Breath is 

both syntax and current. It translates inner 

motion into outer  

Every inhalation gathers the world; every 

exhalation utters it  

 

In this middle realm, word and tissue mirror one 

another. 

 

Sonder feels like the Free Breath ð the chest expands as the gaze  

 

Opia echoes the Breath ð attraction and hesitation vibrating between two 

eyes.  

 

Vemºdalen stiРens like Interrupted Breath ð inspiration cut short by 
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Lachesism surges like the Excited Breath 

ð the body craving the storm that would 

make real. 

 

Chrysalism settles into Resting Breath ð 

the whole organism swaying in the calm 

after r. 

 

These resonances are not allegories but 

energetic  Each invented word 

describes a psychic climate with its own 

somatic weather n. To speak them is 

to remember that vocabulary itself is an 

organ of  

 

If one listens closely, a whisper passes 

between fascia and phoneme: We are the 

same  substance. Both store the echoes of 

experience; both change their texture 

when met by warmth. When a word is truly 

felt, the tissue beneath the sternum 

softens. When a muscle unwinds, the mind 

suddenly finds the word it had been 

seeking. 

 

Thus, the act of naming in Core StrokesÈ 

is not metaphorical but  The 

practitionerôs hand, tracing Streaming Silk 

or Gritty, or Mud, is performing a kind embodied etymology ð discovering the root of a 

sensation and inviting it to conjugate movement. The poet, inventing sonder or 

chrysalism, performs the same gesture in air that therapist performs in fascia. 

 

Both are guardians of nuance in a culture of bluntness. They rescue the small, trembling 

shades of experience from the noise of abstraction. They remind us that truth is not definedð

it is felt. 

 

The Ethics of Naming ð Compassion and Precision 

To name is to touch with the tongue. Every naming carries an ethical  

If one speaks a word without reverence, it hardens into a category and loses its life. 

If one touches a body without presence, it becomes manipulation rather than  

 

True naming ð whether verbal or tactile ð requires compassionate Compassion, 

because the phenomenon we touch is alive. Precision, because vagueness can wound; it 

leaves the unnamed fragment  
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Koenigôs words succeed because they never 

imprison the feeling; they let it breathe. They 

sketch its contour, then bow and step aside. 

Likewise, Core StrokesÈ approaches the body not 

as material to be fixed but as language to be 

heard. 

A practitionerôs hand does not impose; it spells 

softly across the skin, asking: What are you saying 

beneath this tension? 

In both arts, the ethic is the same ð to midwife 

emergence. The poet births new words; the 

therapist births new movements. Both work at the 

threshold where life longs to articulate itself. 

There is also humility in this craft. 

For every sorrow we succeed in naming, countless 

others remain unnamed. Each session, each poem, 

each breath opens a door and closes another. The 

ethics lie in continuing to listen after the word has 

been spoken. 

Koenig himself said that his Dictionary is unfinished by design. 

So is every body. Fascia keeps rewriting itself according to contact, gravity, and love. 

Language, too, is connective tissue in perpetual repair. To work with either is to accept 

impermanence as the true author. 

 

From Sorrows to Textures of the Soul 

Beyond the defensive armors and their distortions lies a subtler realm ð what I call the Soul 

Textures: Sacred Ground, Oscillating Veil, Vibratory Clarity, Transparent Coherence. They are 

post-structural states where form and essence are reconciled. In Koenigôs vocabulary, this 

movement appears as the evolution from sorrow into wonder. 

Consider his late words: 

Avenoir ð the desire to see memories playing 

 

Onism ð the ache of being limited to a single . 

 

Occhiolism ð the humility of recognizing the smallness of oneôs 

Each begins as melancholy and opens into revelation. They echo the organismôs journey from 

contraction or instroke toward surrender ð the same arc traced by the Energetic Breath 

CycleÈ. 
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When a clientôs tissue shifts from Cold Wax to Streaming Silkðfrom rigidity into flowða new 

lexicon of being begins to unfold. The body starts to speak in the syntax of unity. In the 

same way, Koenigôs readers often weep in recognition rather than in sorrow ð as if a long-

silent region of self had finally found its word. 

This is the moment when language and fascia meet in the field of soul resonance. The sorrow 

named becomes texture; the texture integrated becomes tone. From there, a higher music 

unfolds ð one that does not distinguish between voice, touch, or light. 

In therapy, this might appear as the breath that sighs without reason, the luminous stillness 

after deep release. In poetry, it is the line that lands like silence made visible. Both are signs 

that the organism has remembered its coherence. 

To speak of textures of the Soul is to acknowledge that language itself has a soul. Every true 

word carries a vibration that reorganizes the listenerôs fascia, the same way a singing bowl 

rearranges the molecules of water. When I write Streaming Union or Crystalline Clarity, I am 

not describing ð I am intoning. The text becomes a therapeutic field. 

Koenigôs neologisms, though born from melancholy, 

participate in this same re-enchantment. He teaches 

that the world is still inventing words for itself ð that 

meaning is a living metabolism. In that sense, The 

Dictionary of Obscure Sorrows is a secular scripture 

of transformation, and Core StrokesÈ is its embodied 

gospel. 

 

Closing Meditation ð When the World Breathes 

Through Us 

Imagine language as an atmosphere surrounding the 

earth of the body. Each inhale draws I in; each exhale 

contributes a new current. The breath writes invisible 

poems that travel through other lungs, other hearts. 

We live within one anotherôs sentences. 

When Koenig names a feeling, he restores a corridor between strangers. 

When a therapist places a listening hand, the same corridor opens without sound. 

Both acts say: you exist, and I can feel you existing. 

Perhaps this is the hidden aim of all our naming ð to return the world to its continuity. To    

remember that sorrow and joy, muscle and word, skin and sky, are not separate threads but 

one vast weave of sensitivity. If language is the mindôs fascia, then fascia is the bodyôs 

language. Both require hydration, rhythm, and care. Both dry out in isolation and revive in 

contact. 
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The more subtly we learn to name, the more gently we learn to touch. The more attentively 

we touch, the more truthfully we can speak. In that reciprocity, emotion ceases to be obscure. 

It becomes a luminous ecology ð an atmosphere of shared sentience. 

At the end of a session, after tears or tremors have subsided, the room often falls into a 

silence that hums. No word is needed; yet every word seems possible. That hum is the same 

resonance that hovers after reading Koenigôs Dictionary ð the silence that follows recognition. 

It is the world inhaling again, preparing for its next articulation. 

So let us keep inventing ð allowing the real to reveal new textures of tenderness. Let us keep 

listening ð with our fingertips, our breath, and the delicate acoustics of being. Each time we 

do, another sorrow loses its obscurity, and another body rediscovers the grammar of 

wholeness. 

For in the end, the poet and the therapist are both translators of the same mystery: the 

unspoken wish of life to know itself. 

When the fascia ripples and the breath finds its own rhythm, when the right word opens in the 

chest like a window ð the world breathes through us once more, and we recognize ourselves 

as its voice. 

 

Authorôs   This essay emerged from a dialogue I envisioned between language and 

touch ð between John Koenigôs Dictionary of Obscure Sorrows, which names the hidden 

nuances human feeling, and my Core StrokesÈ approach, which listens to those same 

nuances through the fascia, breath, and relational field. Rather than comparing literature  

therapy, this essay reveals their shared vocation: to reawaken sensitivity where words or 

tissues have gone numb. It is a meditation on how meaning moves ð through syllables, 

through cells, through the invisible fabric of empathy that connects every living 
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The Biology of Trust ï and Beyond 

A deepened perspective on presence, perception and safety 

By Maria Strºmberg 

 

 

Introduction: When the body doesnôt know it is safe 

It is an ordinary workday. You sit in front of the computer, focused, still. Outwardly 

everything appears calm ï but inside something quiet is going on: a subtle restlessness, 

tension in the body, slightly shallow breathing, a sense of not quite being enough, maybe a 

need to keep control. 

What is the body trying to say? 

We live in a time when ñsafetyò is talked about a lot ï but most often in terms of external 

conditions. Few people talk about what safety actually feels like. What makes us sometimes 

feel safe even in uncertainty, and at other times anxious, even when everything on paper 

looks fine? 

Here I want to offer a different perspective ï or perhaps more accurately, a return. An 

understanding of safety that is not only biological, but lived: where perception, the body and 

conscious seeing come together in the experience of trust. 

 

The biological ground ï what neuroscience shows us 

In modern neurobiology, our understanding of safety has deepened through research on the 

autonomic nervous system (ANS), and in particular through Stephen Porgesô polyvagal theory 

(Porges, 2022). His concept of neuroception describes the bodyôs unconscious reading of 

signals ï facial expression, tone of voice, posture ï to decide whether we are in a safe or 

threatening environment. 

When our surroundings are perceived as safe, the ventral vagal system is activated, allowing 

for calm, openness and social engagement. When signals of safety are missing, the 

sympathetic nervous system (fight/flight) or the dorsal vagal branch (freeze/collapse) takes 

over. 

Many studies in affective neuroscience have confirmed how crucial these signals are for 

emotional regulation (e.g. Dana, 2018; Fredrickson, 2001). Newer research has also shown 

that the heart has its own network of neurons ï a kind of "mini-brain" that includes sensory 

neurons, motor neurons, and interneurons ï that interacts directly with the brain and 

influences emotional processing (Karolinska Institutet, 2024). This neural network helps 

explain why body-close sensations such as touch, breathing or heart rhythm can be a direct 

gateway into felt safety. 

 

ñEvery emotion quickens the work of the heart and thus the lungs.ò ï Charles Darwin, The 

Expression of the Emotions in Man and Animals (1872) 
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Darwin already emphasised that emotions 

have direct physiological effects. They do not 

only change our inner state, but concretely 

alter how heart and breathing function. All of 

this supports the view that safety cannot be 

reduced to a cognitive idea ï it must be 

experienced in the body. 

In classical polyvagal understanding, the 

ventral state is often described as a calm 

branch of the parasympathetic system ï a 

kind of ñrest-and-digestò mode without 

activation. In my earlier work (Strºmberg, 

2025) I have instead described the ventral 

state as what I call a living gateway ï a 

dynamic threshold where both sympathetic 

movement and parasympathetic rest can be 

present at the same time. Safety is not 

stillness; it is the capacity to be in motion 

without leaving oneself. 

 

From signal to experience ï safety as felt 

sense 

Neurobiology shows us what happens in the 

body ï but not how it feels from the inside. 

For me, safety is not just a state, but a 

feeling. It is only when the body senses 

safety that we truly feel safe. 

Thoughts, however wise, move in the 

hypothetical. They try to create safety by 

imagining it. But safety becomes real only 

when it is experienced ï here and now ï in 

the body. This does not happen through interpretation, but through anchoring: in the floor 

under our feet, the sounds in the room, the movement of the breath. 

Real trust does not arise when we try to control reality ï but when we can rest in it as it is. 

In many Indigenous traditions, perception and knowledge are not separated from feeling ï 

they are one and the same movement. To perceive something ï to feel and to know ï is not a 

theoretical act, but a lived experience that saturates the whole body (Abram, 1996; Ingold, 

2000). 

This insight resonates with what affective neuroscience is now describing: that emotions are 

not an ñadd-onò to perception, but its living core. The kind of embodied knowing that many 

Indigenous cultures call ñthe wisdom of the bodyò has received neurobiological support 

through Antonio Damasioôs notion of somatic markers ï the way the body guides decisions 

and experience through emotion-laden, interoceptive signals (Damasio, 1999). Others, such 

as Craig (2009), have highlighted the anterior insula as a key hub where these interoceptive 

signals are integrated into conscious awareness ï which fits this view of safety as something 

we literally feel in the body. 
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Art critic Caroline Tisdall writes: "The traditional role of art has always been to cultivate and 

deepen our senses. When it comes to the greatest art through the ages and across all places, 

this has not been the goal in itself: the senses provide access to a transcendent or spiritual 

experience by achieving a synthesis of physical and spiritual attention. When this possibility of 

synthesis is lost in a culture, then society itself begins to fall apart" (Tisdall, 1996, p. 139). 

When our senses no longer meet the living world, our sense of coherence also weakens. And 

without that coherence ï no deep trust. 

We could say that safety travels in at least three steps: 

1. Biological signals ï the nervous system registers cues of safety or threat (faces, voices, 

environment). 

2. Sensation ï these signals become bodily felt: warmth, expansion, contraction, tension, 

softening. 

3. Meaning ï we interpret what we feel: ñI am safe / I am not safe / I am alone / I am too 
muchò. 

The problem is that we often try to change step 3 ï the story ï without listening to step 2. 

We tell ourselves ñIôm fine, itôs okayò while the body quietly says the opposite. This creates an 

inner split: one part says ñI should be calmò, another knows we are not. 

When the body does not feel seen, heard or held, cognitive reassurance alone rarely helps. 

The nervous system trusts what it senses, not what we say to ourselves. Safety becomes 

sustainable when thought and sensation are allowed to meet. 

 

The seeing nervous system ï and when the gaze 

narrows 

As polyvagal theory has highlighted, the nervous system 

does not only listen to what is said ï it reads the entire 

room. Our senses constantly communicate with the ANS. 

Vision plays a central role: peripheral vision provides an 

immediate sense of space and context. When we see sky, 

trees, walls, and depth, the nervous system can relax. It 

knows where we are.  

Both research and clinical experience suggest that softer, 

more panoramic attention is associated with calmer states, whereas narrow, sharply focused 

attention tends to be associated with vigilance and sympathetic activation (e.g., work on 

attention systems and vigilance: Posner & Petersen, 1990; Mathews & MacLeod, 2005). But in 

my experience, this is not just about the eyes ï it reflects our whole way of relating to reality. 

When we disappear into thought, the eyes stop orienting. The gaze freezes. The body loses 

contact with the surroundings. Outer seeing fades ï and with it the body's ground for feeling 

safe. The body no longer quite knows where it is. 

But it is not the eyes themselves that create safety ï it is the whole field of perception. We 

"see" with the body: through sound, touch, subtle vibration, and smell. This reflects what 

cognitive scientists call embodied cognition ï the principle that perception and awareness 

are not abstract mental processes, but are fundamentally rooted in the body's sensory 

engagement with the world (Varela, Thompson & Rosch, 1991; Lakoff & Johnson, 1999). We 

do not simply "see" with our eyes; we perceive through the whole organism's active 

relationship with its surroundings. 



 

{ƻƳŀǝŎ tǎȅŎƘƻǘƘŜǊŀǇȅ ¢ƻŘŀȅ ±ƻƭǳƳŜ мсΣ bǳƳōŜǊ мΣ нлнс    нм  

Blind people are not living in constant vigilance. Their nervous systems read the world 

through other active channels ï hearing, touch, vibration ï supported by the brain's 

remarkable capacity for adaptation. What creates unease is not the absence of sight, but the 

absence of living relation to what is actually present. 

Living perception is replaced by a quiet state of readiness ï not because something concrete 

is threatening us, but because the body does not have enough 

contact with where it is. 

I propose the term search mode to describe this state: the 

nervous system is not primarily looking for danger, but for what 

is missing. When the body does not know where it is, it searches 

for ground. Search in itself is not a problem ï it is a movement. 

It becomes heavy when it loses its sensory ground and is carried 

almost only by thought. 

In contrast, I call presence mode the state in which the 

same nervous system can rest in what is actually here ï here, 

now, in this body, in this room. 

 

The sensory famine of working life ï when environment 

and tasks disturb safety 

In many workplaces, this is exactly what happens. We work in 

rooms with poor daylight, or with screens that demand narrow 

focus, in visually monotonous environments with little variation. The nervous system receives 

very little living feedback ï no real movement, no peripheral overview, no smell of weather or 

sense of the wider world. 

It does not even have to be a windowless room. It is often enough that we are behind walls. 

Simply not being outdoors changes the nervous systemôs ability to feel safe. The broad, 

peripheral vision that is naturally activated in open landscapes is reduced, and the body loses 

some of its orientation. When both gaze and body are constrained, our sense of safety 

diminishes. 

It is not only the environment as such ï the nature of the tasks matters as well. When the 

focus lies on cognitively demanding, performance-oriented work, our attention narrows 

mentally and perceptually. The body is forced to shut out the living in order to deliver. 

I recall a client who described how, after only five minutes of quiet, with her feet on the floor 

and her gaze softly resting on the contours of the room, she suddenly felt that she was 

actually there ï in her body, in the room. 

 

ñItôs as if Iôve never really been here before,ò she said. ñAnd yet this is where Iôve always 

been.ò 

What she described is something I see often: when the living quality of the room is allowed to 

return, the bodyôs state of readiness decreases. It is not always fear that activates our 

nervous system ï sometimes it is simply lack: lack of contact, lack of variation, lack of place. 

When these are missing, the body slides into a low-grade readiness ï a quiet vigilance that 

may not be obvious at first, but wears us down over time. 
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It is important to note that this does not apply to all 

sympathetic activation. When we are in situations 

where the body is actively engaged with its 

surroundings ï play, physical work, running in 

nature ï the sympathetic system can be activated 

without us leaving the ventral state. Then an 

integrated activation occurs: the body is alert and 

safe.  

This stands in contrast to the sensorily isolated 

sympathetic activation that arises in sitting, 

mentally focused and environmentally closed 

settings ï where the body no longer feels where it 

is. For much of human history, what we today might 

call ñstressò often appeared as a kind of embodied 

search: tracking animals, looking for food, reading 

weather and terrain. The body was in search mode, 

but together with the world ï eyes, ears, skin, 

smell and movement all engaged. That kind of 

seeking can be intense, but it is usually not 

experienced as the same inner pressure we see 

today. The strain arises when search happens 

almost only in the mental body ï in the thinking self ï while the senses and the wider field of 

experience are left out. Environmental psychology and neuroergonomics show that 

environments with low sensory variation increase stress markers and sympathetic activation 

(Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989; Ulrich, 1991). 

This is where many people begin to feel inadequate, scattered or mentally absent. But often it 

is not the individual that is ñwrongò ï it is the lack of living stimuli in the environment and the 

way tasks are structured. 

 

The presence that carries ï trust returns in the body 

Trust is not something we create from zero ï it is something we return to when the body gets 

to experience reality. It does not happen through affirmations or more control on their own, 

especially when they are used to bypass feeling, but through sensory contact: the periphery 

of the eyes, the sensations of the skin, the depth of sound and the nearness of smell. Words 

can support this when they arise from an inner companionship ï a sense that some part of 

me is here with what I feel ï rather than as a way to talk myself away from my body. 

When we are in touch with this ï without pushing or performing ï the body can reconnect to 

something that has always been there. From that, trust grows. Not as an idea, but as a real, 

physical resting in what is. 

Our mental landscape shifts as well. Thoughts become less narrow, more flexible and open ï 

often more creative. When the body feels safe, it can let go of pure survival strategies, and a 

more curious awareness can emerge. This is in line with research on positive emotions and 

executive function in safe environments, showing that ventral-regulated states support 

openness, flexibility and mental wellbeing (Fredrickson, 2001; Panksepp, 2012). 

 

 



 

{ƻƳŀǝŎ tǎȅŎƘƻǘƘŜǊŀǇȅ ¢ƻŘŀȅ ±ƻƭǳƳŜ мсΣ bǳƳōŜǊ мΣ нлнс    но  

It is not only the environment or the task that shapes how the body responds ï but also 

whether we experience that we have chosen it. When we have genuinely chosen an activity, 

ventral vagal tone often remains present, and the brainôs default mode network (our network 

for inner reflection and self-referencing) can work together with systems for focused 

attention. An inner space opens where the body can be engaged without feeling trapped. 

This felt autonomy is not only a mental sense of freedom, but a physiological signal that 

shapes the entire nervous system. Research shows that autonomy activates reward pathways 

and reduces stress (Deci & Ryan, 2000). When choice feels coerced, our inner space shrinks, 

sympathetic activation increases, and access to perception and creativity decreases. 

In a ventral state, by contrast ï where we are in contact with body, breath and surroundings 

ï the sense of choice is stronger. The experience of self shifts from being a problem to be 

solved, to a process that is allowed to unfold (Dana, 2018). This gives the nervous system 

access to a broader, more peripheral way of seeing ï both visually and existentially. 

 

Practical applications: How trust can be supported in everyday life 

¶ In therapy: Help the client come back to the body ï to sensation and feeling before 

analysis. What is heard, felt, smelled? What is alive right now? Practice seeing oneself here 

and now: what is actually present, in this body, in this room? 

¶ In workplaces: Create environments with natural light, variation and possibilities for 

movement. Encourage micro-pauses where the body can orient ï ideally outdoors, or at least 

by a window. Allow a shift between focused and open awareness, and between sitting and 

moving. 

¶ For the individual: Learn that the body is the place where life is felt as living. Practice 

feeling the body in space ï not as a technique, but as daily reconnection: listen, look, 

breathe, stay. Give yourself opportunities to be in nature, listen to natural sounds, and let 

the gaze rest in a wider field. It gives the nervous system a chance to remember that it is 

not alone. 

 

A synthesis: Conscious ANS Navigation 

In earlier work I have described a transdisciplinary model I call Conscious ANS Navigation, 

integrating neurobiology, perception and existential presence (Strºmberg, 2025). In this 

article I develop that perspective further by focusing on how trust grows through the bodyôs 

relationship to perception and environment, and on why we do not have to create safety from 

scratch so much as reconnect to it. 

Instead of viewing the ventral state as a passive ñcalm modeò, the model describes it as a 

living gateway where both sympathetic movement and parasympathetic rest can be present 

at the same time. The key is self-bearing presence ï the capacity to let feelings, sensations 

and thoughts move through the body while some part of us can see and hold them. 
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In other work I describe this as a form of embodied metacognition: not distance from 

experience, but an inner adult who can stay with what is felt. 

The model starts from the premise that nothing in the nervous system is ñwrongò ï not even 

our protections. Fight, flight or collapse are all attempts to carry life, but in a space that has 

become too narrow. When we reconnect to a larger field of experience, these same 

movements can soften and integrate. 

In practice, Conscious ANS Navigation involves learning to recognize which mode the nervous 

system is in ï search or presence ï and developing the capacity to let presence come in and 

hold whatever is there. This might look like noticing when the breath has become shallow and 

the gaze narrow (search mode), then gently allowing peripheral vision to soften and the body 

to feel the ground beneath it, so that more presence can join the experience. The change is 

not forced through willpower, but invited through sensory reconnection. 

Unlike method-driven approaches, the model does not focus on performance, but on 

reconnection: allowing the body to feel itself in relation to the world. In this way, not only 

safety is strengthened, but also our ability to relate, regulate and recover. 

It differs from cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), which primarily focuses on identifying and 

changing thought patterns, and from mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR), which often 

emphasises non-reactive observation. In my work, presence is less about watching 

experience from a distance and more about entering into relationship with it ï letting 

sensations and emotions be felt, named and held. Conscious ANS Navigation builds on a 

deeper integration of body, perception and autonomic regulation ï where presence is not 

emptiness, but a living field that can hold both movement and stillness. 

What I am proposing is not an 

entirely new theory in itself, but 

a new way of weaving together 

what we already know. Research 

on autonomy, ventral vagal 

function, interoception and the 

architecture of consciousness all 

point to fragments of the same 

map; this model offers a way of 

seeing them together, so that 

the experience of safety is not 

reduced to neurochemical states 

or cognitive stories, but seen as something that arises when body, perception and awareness 

move together. The modelôs key contributions include reframing ventral presence as a living 

gateway rather than a passive calm state, distinguishing *search mode* from both threat 

response and *presence mode*, and proposing that self-bearing presence needs to come 

before ï and not only follow from ï attempts at regulation. 

 

Conclusion 

What we long for is not more control, but more contact. More real presence ï where the body 

gets to know that it is here. Not as a concept, but as lived experience. 

And there, in presence, trust appears ï not as something we achieve, but as something that 

returns. 
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Living Toward Justice is an archive of aliveness. From ordinary practices 

and dream-like reflections to transformative longings and wild 

imaginations of a more just world, the bookôs contributors share 

verbatim reflections on the embodied ways they live toward social 

justice in their everyday lives.   

 

Living Toward Justice emerged from the Living Justice Project, a global ethnographic 

initiative carried out in 2022 and coordinated by Sonya Pritzker, an anthropologist and 

somatic practitioner. The collaborative project brought together more than fifty 

practitioners working at the intersections of embodiment, healing, and social justice (all of 

whom are named as co-authors). Pritzker and the collective worked collaboratively to 

produce an archive of collective memory: a curated collection of reflections, observations, 

images, practices, dreams, poetry, and inquiries. Rather than writing a how-to guide 

offering new solutions or a study demonstrating the outcomes of embodied social justice 

approaches, Pritzker frames the book as a shared time capsule of individual practitioner 

entries on the embodied ways they were living toward justice at a specific historical 

juncture.  

 

For practitioners of embodied social justice (ESJ), individual and collective transformation 

are intertwined. Addressing contemporary social inequalitiesðracism, economic inequality, 

patriarchy, ableism, xenophobia, to name only a fewðrequires transforming structural 

inequities while also attending to how those systems take shape in everyday bodies, 

relationships, and patterned responses. For example, certain ESJ approaches might 

understand nervous system responses of activation or freeze not only as personal trauma, 

but also as the embodied imprint of structural oppression, shaped by histories of racism, 

colonialism, gendered violence, and economic inequality. In this sense, embodiment 

becomes a site where social injustice is both reproduced and potentially transformed.  

 

Unlike embodiment practices that focus primarily on individual well-being, ESJ centers on 

relationality, community, and collective care. In Living Toward Justice, such collective care 

shows up in how people practice accountability, tend to exhaustion, offer and receive 

material support and generosity, nourish themselves and others, and stay present with the 

discomfort of a highly oppressive world order. The entries help the reader feel into how 

embodiment inclines us toward collective careðoften in ordinary ways that are missed 

when our vision of transformative justice becomes too linear or narrow.  
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The bookôs structure reinforces this 

orientation. Rather than unfolding as a 

progressive argument, Living Toward 

Justice organizes participant entries 

around five thematic sections that mirror 

the rhythms of embodied experience: 

presence, purpose, practice, partnership, 

and possibility. After an introduction to 

the theme, each section presents 

practitionersô entries side by side without 

commentary or synthesis, allowing each 

voice to stand on its own terms. The 

Living Justice collective curated these 

themes through a collaborative process, 

centering those that most resonated across a diversity of lived experiences and social 

locations. As such, the book does not need to be read sequentially, but can be entered from 

many points and directions, as each of these themes is interwoven and unfolds 

simultaneously. This structure allows the reader to gravitate toward the themes most 

pressing for them. 

 

The first two sections, ñPresenceò and ñPurpose,ò ground the book in lived experience. 

Entries on ñPresenceò stay close to what it feels like to live inside oppressive structures 

without rushing toward immediate resolution. Presence is not framed as calm or clarity, but 

as the embodied willingness to stay with difficulty as it unfolds. Contributors reflect on 

experiences of exhaustion, grief, vigilance, anger, and longing, allowing these states to 

remain unresolved in a state of vulnerability and uncertainty. ñPurposeò builds from this 

ground, not as certainty or a map, but as a felt orientation. Practitioners imagine more just 

futures while remaining rooted in present conditions, grappling with what ethical action looks 

like from a place of inquiry rather than resolution. Purpose here feels iterative and alive, 

shaped by hope and grief simultaneously.  

 

The next two sections, ñPracticeò and ñPartnership,ò center on cultivation and relationship. 

The ñPracticeò section documents the ordinary ways people cultivate presence and purpose 

through embodied practices. Rest appears as a refusal of capitalist urgency; movement is 

understood as a way of connecting to the body, finding joy, and disrupting patterns; and 

nourishment is seen as a form of reciprocity with land and community. These practices are 

not framed as individual self-care, but as intentional cultivation to meet relational and 

collective life as it is. ñPartnershipò extends this work into relationships, showing how justice 

is lived with family, chosen family, lovers, ancestors, non-human kin, colleagues, and 

communities. Contributors write candidly about accountability, boundaries, care, and repair, 

often without tidy resolution. The final section, ñPerspective and Possibility,ò names the grief, 

despair, and disorientation many feel as possibilities for justice appear to narrow, while 

refusing to collapse into cynicism. Hope is reframed as being in dynamic conversation with 

griefðas an embodied orientation of presence sustained through purpose, practice, and 

partnership.  
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I deeply appreciated how Living Toward Justice asks the reader to accompany practitioners in 

process, centering, unfolding and emergence, responsiveness, and attunement. In a world 

that focuses on outcomes as a measure of the worth or effectiveness of somatic practices, 

the book actively resists this tendency by dwelling in the iterative, messy, challenging, and 

affirming process of living from the present moment with deep longing for transformative 

futures. Living Toward Justice is a book to read slowly, return to often, and engage with 

somatically. You may find, as I did, deep inspiration, much-needed reminders of the radical 

possibilities of embodied practice, and fierce accompaniment in the process.  
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The Signal Hidden in Repetition 

 

Picture this: Your client has just told you somethingðonce, twice, now a third time. The words 

are slightly different each iteration, but the essential message remains the same. By the 

seventh repetition, you might feel frustration creeping in. "I heard you," you want to say. 

"Why do you keep saying this?" 

 

But here's what I've learned in decades of practice: When our clients repeat themselves, 

they're not being difficult. They're signaling something crucialðsomething we haven't yet 

heard, or something they haven't yet managed to say. 

 

What Repetition Really Means 

 

In the consulting room, repetition is rarely about the content being repeated. It's a process 

communication, a meta-message that transcends the actual words: "I'm trying to reach you, 

and I haven't quite gotten there yet." 

 

Sometimes we genuinely didn't hear what they said. The words were spoken, but we were 

momentarily elsewhereðcaught in our own thoughts, distracted by something they said 

earlier, or simply missing the frequency they were broadcasting on. 

 

Other timesðand this is more subtleðthey said something without truly saying it. The words 

existed, but the deeper meaning remained buried beneath them, wrapped in protective layers 

they couldn't quite penetrate themselves. Winnicott's concept of the True Self versus False 

Self illuminates this beautifully: the client may be speaking from a defended position, their 

False Self articulating acceptable words while their True Self remains hidden, waiting to be 

seen. 

 

And sometimes, perhaps most painfully, we did hear them perfectly well, but they 

didn't experience being heard. The communication reached us, but something failed to 

register for them. They need not just our understanding, but our acknowledgmentða felt 

sense that their message has landed. 
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The Technique: Stop and Ask 

 

The intervention is deceptively simple, yet profoundly powerful: When you notice repetitionð

the second time, the fifth time, the eleventh timeðstop the cycle. Pause the conversation 

gently but firmly, and ask directly: 

 

"What do you feel I didn't hear?" 

 

This question shifts everything. It moves from content to process, from what they're saying to 

what's happening between you. It acknowledges the communication failure without blame, 

creating space for something new to emerge. 

 

Sometimes they'll tell you immediately: "You didn't hear that this terrified me" or "I don't 

think you understood how angry I am." Other times, they won't know themselvesðthe 

repetition was unconscious, driven by an unnamed need that this question helps bring into 

awareness. 

 

When the Repetition Is Our Own 

 

I learned the depth of this practice not as a psychotherapist, but as a participant in a 

workshop years ago. I had recently given birth to my second child, and there had been 

complications. The aftermath left me waking eleven times each nightðnot because the baby 

needed feeding or attention, but from pain. Eleven times. I was in a zombie state, barely 

functioning, utterly depleted. 

 

 


