
Re-Growing Our Wings: Yoga for Healing Trauma  

 

“You alone are enough. You have nothing to prove to anybody.” 
- Maya Angelou  
 

It is important to feel safe and create a safe space for yourself, wherever you are. 
Honor the need for different levels of privacy and transparency; this fluctuation 
is okay. There is nothing wrong with you, your brain and your body is over 
adaptive. 

 

Body State and Thinking  

Ekhart Tolle states, “In order to know yourself you have to be rooted in being 
instead of lost in thought.” This is an important distinction to make-we are not 
our thoughts. Our brain is incredibly smart and it does not know the difference 
between reality and thought. If we have a thought of fear or pain or joy our body 
responds as if we are actually experiencing those thoughts. This makes sense 
why we may hear people trying to help us say, “to change our thoughts, we have 
to change our behavior.” But why then, do we have trouble with thought 
stopping?  

The leaders in trauma therapy such as Peter Levine, Bessel Vanderkolk, Daniel 
Siegal, and Tara Brach know it is our body state that tells our brain state what 
to think and feel. If our body is not in a calm state, then we cannot help how our 
brain thinks. This is a main reason why people who have not experienced trauma 
do not understand why those who have experienced trauma don’t just use their 
brains and remind themselves they are not in real danger any more. It is because 
our brain does not know we are not in danger-if we think it-it is real to our brain.  

 

What is Trauma?  

Trauma is the relationship a person has to an event. It is not the event itself. 
Trauma invites the experiences of danger or life threat to the body and 
psyche. There is an element of terror and overwhelm in our body, and a sense of 
being unsafe. Trauma can be in multiple 

forms such as developmental (during childhood), single or multiple events. 
Trauma can be a result of emotional, sexual, or physical abuse or neglect. 



Trauma can occur when witnessing or acting in a war, watching another person 
or being be mistreated, when you or your partner(s) experience a miscarriage, a 
natural disaster, etc. Immediately after the event, shock and denial are typical. 
Longer term reactions include unpredictable emotions, flashbacks in the forms of 
memories, dreams, and senses. Physical symptoms may include headaches, 
difficulty concentrating and retaining information, irritability, change in sleep 
and appetite, nausea, rage, panic attacks, anxiety, “being on” or hyper-vigilant, 
frozen, etc. You may start to avoid anything that resembles the event including 
smell, sound, taste, touch, visual memories and people You may no longer trust 
people or places you did prior to the event. You may not trust yourself. The world 
feels unsafe. You may experience loss of interest in your career, taking care of 
yourself, and hobbies.  

Deb Dana writes in the book The Polyvagal Theory in Therapy, “ Trauma, either 
in experiences of commission (acts of harm) or omission (absence of care), 
makes co-regulation dangerous and interrups the development of our co-
regulatory skills.”  

 

“Perhaps everything that frightens us is, in its deepest essence, something 
helpless that wants our love.” 
― Rainer Maria Rilke, Letters to a Young Poet 

 

Polyvagal Theory  

It is important to note the body takes cues from our state of being. Our thoughts 
come after our body state. We cannot just think ourselves out of trauma, it is a 
bodily reaction first. Stephen Porges describes in his book, The Pocket Guide to 
The Polyvagal Theory Safety and Physiological State of our Body: “Our cognitive 
evaluations of risk in the environment, including identifying potentially 
dangerous relationships, play a secondary role to our visceral reactions to people 
and places.” The body state we are in changes the way we view the world and are 
in the world. Notice the description of trauma discussed earlier describes both a 
body state of activation and a body state of deactivation in our autonomic 
nervous system.  

LADDER:  

Ventral Vagus Nerve: Connection State  

We have three body states we live in; a connection state and two protective 
states. Think of the three different states as steps on a ladder. At the top of the 
ladder is the connection state. This body state is regulated by the Ventral Vagal 



nerve which runs from the top of the brain-stem to the heart. The Ventral Vagal 
nerve regulates major organs above our diaphragm including your middle inner 
ear, (its job is to filters out background noise to hear human voice), face, and 
heart. The Ventral Vagal nerve runs the body state where our cells heal and 
grow, where we feel safe. When we feel safe, we can access our prefrontal cortex 
where reasoning and thinking occurs.  

The Ventral Vagal nerve operates within the Parasympathetic Nervous System, a 
system of deactivation. The Ventral Vagus nerve is myelinated, the nerve 
endings are coated so they can discern when it is safe to fire and when it is not. 
When trauma happens, our body becomes flooded with emotion and our body 
responds by exiting the connection state, regulated by the Ventral Vagal nerve, 
and entering our activated state of the sympathetic nervous system, down the 
ladder.  

Fight, Flight, or Fawn: Protection State  

In this state, Stephen Porges shares our body state is experiencing danger and 
our thoughts follow that we are in stress and we can get out of it. The way we get 
out of danger is to act to overadapt through fighting (arguing or debating), run ( 
leave the situation) or fawn (be over accommodating). This state is activated by 
the Sympathetic Nervous System which supports healthy breathing, heart 
rhythms, and regulates body temperature. When our body experiences the sense 
of danger these major organs are no longer being regulated. We may experience 
shortness of breath, panic, tight and tense muscles, we cannot concentrate, hear 
what others are saying, we may be sweating, our heart beat and temperature 
increases. If you this protection state becomes tapped out, your body does not 
think it can survive, you move to the second protection state, further down the 
ladder.  

Freeze or Faint: Protection State  

Until recently, medical and behavioral health professionals have learned the 
human nervous system responds to both life threat and danger in the same way. 
What the PolyVagal Theory explains is that our body actually experiences life 
threat differently than danger. When our body experiences life threat the Dorsal 
Vagus nerve turns on. The Dorsal Vagal nerve affects below your diaphragm 
regulating your digestion through the parasympathetic nervous system. It slows 
your body down and can explain why when experiencing trauma your body 
becomes immobile or dissociative. Your energy and outlook may diminish. The 
Dorsal Vagal Nerve is not myelinated, meaning there is no coating around the 
nerve endings and the body cannot discern what is danger and what is life threat. 
There is no rhythm to the structure of releasing nerve impulses to freeze/faint. 
In this state a person may feel everything is unsafe because their body cannot 
rely on the bodies ability to discern what is safe or not. The Dorsal Vagus Nerve is 
activated when you feel as though you cannot escape or defend yourself. Dr. 



Porges gave the example, “when a mouse is caught by a cat and plays dead, it is 
not a conscious or voluntary reaction, but an adaptable biological reaction. In 
humans it is similar to someone passing out in fear.” (Pocket Guide to Polyvagal 
Theory).  

Working your way back up the ladder.  

In order to emerge out of shutdown/freeze/faint requires a shudder or shake to 
discharge the energy according to Dr. Peter Levine. Deb Dana suggests when you 
are in the Dorsal Vagal state to do a “gentle call to action for their sympathetic 
nervous system to begin to bring a return of energy (brief eye contact, 
engaging in small movements, return of speech). Too great a sympathetic 
surge will overload the system and trigger a return of Dorsal Vagal collapse.” 
(The Plyvagal Theory in Therapy, p. 30). This shift from shutdown to fight, flight, 
or fawn may be experienced as depression to anxiety. Once the sympathetic 
nervous system is activated, then you can work through the anxiety through 
modalities such as releasing physical energy, movement, and breath work, and 
move into the connection state on the other end of the parasympathetic nervous 
system. It’s important to note your Ventral Vagal nerve, takes milliseconds to 
activate, where as the sympathetic activation takes seconds. Once the 
sympathetic system begins it can take our bodies 10-20 minutes to return to our 
pre-fight or  

flight state. If you experience on-going trauma or triggers it may take you 45 
minutes to go from faint/freeze to fight/flight/fawn to connection state. Without 
trauma our bodies are meant to move up and down the ladder through the 
different body states and can make quicker adjustments between calming and 
activation.  

Trauma makes us feel like we have no choice and may react with control 
(anxiety) or shutdown. Our triggers are connecting us to the past, yet we are 
living in the present. Get into the present does not have to be meditation. 
Meditation is powerful and can be incredibly helpful, but if you are dissociating it 
can feel overwhelming and bring panic. Start with orienting yourself to the 
present moment by paying attention to your breath, go in nature and notice how 
you experience the five senses (touch, smell, taste, see, hear). Next find or re-
establish your boundaries, ask yourself what you need right now?  

Taking the time to stop and reset or reground is a great way of taking a healing 
boundary from the activation that triggered your defense system. Learning how 
to care for yourself can change your understanding and perspective in situations 
and give you space to act in your healthy state. Talk gently to yourself as your 
body is working to save you, it is over-adapting. Do not rush your process, go at 
your speed-you are likely undoing years of being stuck in a system that saved 
your life at one point, it takes time to recover and learn how to be in a safe body.  


