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Abuse, Fear and
the Trauma Vortex

What is Trauma?
• Trauma occurs whenever a person
senses that his/her life or security is
threatened
• The danger (whether real or
perceived) activates a cascade of
reactions in the nervous and glandular
system, including:
• The release of cortisol from the adrenals
• The release of epinephrine from the
adrenal glands and the sympathetic
nervous system

• These reactions create a tense, hyperalert state
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How Perceived
Danger Affects Us
• Perceived danger stimulates the
hypothalamus to release CRH and
vasopressin
• This stimulates the pituitary to
release ACTH
• ACTH stimulates the adrenals to
release cortisol, epinephrine and
norepinephrine
• Cortisol inhibits the release of CRH
and ACTH
• This is known as the HPA Axis
(Hypothalamus-Pituitary-Adrenal
Axis)

Involuntary Reactions
• The body’s reactions to trauma are
involuntary and not the result of
conscious choice
• In fact, these reactions hijack
higher brain functions and cause us
to react on instinct rather than
rational thought
• This allows split second action that
can make the difference between
life and death in a crisis
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Instinctive Reactions to Danger
• Fight – get angry and fight back against what is hurting or threatening us
• Flee – run away from what is hurting or threatening us
• Freeze – when we perceive that fight or flight is not possible, we react by becoming immobile (in this
state, although the body is not moving it is highly primed or tensed for movement)

Stress Response

Fight

Flight
Freeze

Why Wild Animals Don’t Get “Stressed”
• Although wild animals
experience life-threatening
dangers frequently, they do
not become chronically
“traumatized” or stressed by
these events
• In fact, wild animals recover
quite rapidly from stressful
situations and return to a
normal, calm, peaceful state
• In contrast, many human
beings experience chronic
stress and emotional trauma
that they can’t seem to
recover from
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How Animals Respond to Trauma
• After narrowly escaping the attack of a lion, the gazelle rejoins the herd
where safety and compassionate support are provided
• It trembles and breathes rapidly to release the trauma, rests, and then
returns to grazing
• These are genetically programmed, natural mechanisms that kick in
automatically to restore equilibrium
• The gazelle doesn’t have to think about them or discuss them with other
gazelles – it simply lets them run their course
• As a result the traumatic energy is released, and the animal is able to “put
the event behind him” and “move on.”

• From In An Unspoken Voice: How the Body Releases Trauma and Restores Goodness
by Peter A. Levine

To a Mouse, on Turning Up Her Nest
With the Plough by Robert Burns
Wee, sleeket, cowrin, tim'rous beastie,

I doubt na, whyles, but thou may thieve:

Oh, what a panic's in thy breastie!

What then? poor beastie, thou maun live!

Thou need na start awa sae hasty

A daimen icker in a thrave

Wi' bickerin brattle!

'S a sma' request;

I wad be laith to rin an' chase thee

I'll get a blessin wi' the lave,

Wi' murd'ring pattle!

An' never miss 't!

I'm truly sorry man's dominion

Thy wee bit housie, too, in ruin!

Has broken Nature's social union,

Its silly wa's the win's are strewin!

An' justifies that ill opinion

An' naething, now, to big a new ane,

Which makes thee startle

O' foggage green!

At me, thy poor earth-born companion,

An' bleak December's winds ensuin

An' fellow-mortal!

Baith snell an' keen!
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Thou saw the fields laid bare an' wast,
An' weary winter comin fast,
An' cozie here beneath the blast
Thou thought to dwell,
Till crash! the cruel coulter past
Out thro' thy cell.
That wee bit heap o' leaves an' stibble
Has cost thee monie a weary nibble!
Now thou's turn'd out for a' thy trouble,
But house or hald,
To thole the winter's sleety dribble
An' cranreuch cauld!

But, Mousie, thou art no thy lane
In proving foresight may be vain:
The best laid schemes o' mice an' men
Gang aft agley,
An' lea'e us nought but grief an' pain
For promis'd joy.
Still thou art blest, compar'd wi' me!
The present only toucheth thee:
But, och! I backward cast my e'e
On prospects drear!
An' forward, tho' I canna see,
I guess an' fear!

Normal Stress Reaction
• The normal stress response causes a state of alert, which is followed
by a state of discharge, which releases the tension from the nervous
system, allowing the system to return to equilibrium
• Human beings
become
traumatized
because we have
been trained to
inhibit the recovery
process

Body reacts
to difficulty
Recovery

Difficulty
encountered

Rebound
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Successful Coping
• In the event of a perceived danger, if we
are able to successfully overcome (fight)
or escape (flee) the situation our body is
able to discharge the tension created in
the stress response and return to
equilibrium
• This gives us a sense of confidence that
allows us to face similar changes in the
future without stress

Unsuccessful Coping
• If we perceive ourselves unable
to fight or flee, we will freeze
• Freezing causes the body to
become immobile in a highly
charged (tense) state
• Later, if we feel safe again our
nervous system will seek to
discharge this tension and
return control of our brain to
the rational mind
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The Discharge Process
• Discharge of the residual emotional tension from a freeze reaction
takes place through:

• Expressions of anger: shouting, yelling, kicking, punching, stomping one’s feet,
etc. (which discharge a “fight” energy)
• Expressions of fear: shaking, trembling, pacing, ringing one’s hands, running,
etc. (which discharge a “flight” energy)
• Expressions of grief: crying, moaning, wailing, sighing, screaming, etc. (which
discharge a “helpless” energy, i.e., there’s nothing I can do about it)

• Laughter can also be a discharge reaction to feeling shame (as in
talking about the problem until one starts to find humor in it and
begins to laugh)
• Once the tension in the body has been discharged, a person is able to
enter back into the flow of life

Emotional Allopathy
• Expressing an emotion by crying, shouting, etc. is NOT the emotion – it is
the discharge or RELEASE of the emotion and thus the doorway to
healing and recovery
• Unfortunately, most people have internalized the idea that certain
emotions are “negative” and therefore block their ability to express (and
therefore heal) that emotion
• No emotion becomes negative until it is unable to be expressed and
discharged in a healthy way
• When emotions are not discharged in a healthy way, they discharge in
unhealthy ways, such as blaming others for how we feel, being
judgmental and harsh with others, muscle tension, excess weight and
even physical illness
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Obstructing Recovery
• When we experience chronic
emotional stress, it is because
we are stuck in a cycle of
feeling helpless and fear
• We are unable to connect with
the emotions we have blocked
and discharge them, so we feel
“stuck” and unable to resolve
the problem

The Trauma
Vortex
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Eddies in the
Stream of Life

The Trauma Vortex
• Unhealed trauma is like
having a splinter or a
pebble in a wound, as
long as it is present we
can’t get into the lifeflow
• When something triggers
our unhealed trauma we
get caught in a
downward spiral of
negative thoughts and
emotions
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How to Tell When Someone
is in a Trauma Vortex
• Thoughts and words are incoherent because the
person has not been able to find meaning in the
event
• Expressions will be exaggerations and
metaphors (illogical)
• The thoughts or words are in absolutes (always,
never, everybody, nobody, etc.)
• Are the person’s attempt to verbally explain
their feelings because they don’t feel safe to
show (physically express) their feelings

Allowing the Discharge
• We also need to find safe space
for the discharge of our
suppressed emotions
• You can HEAL what you allow
yourself to FEEL
• You will never heal what you
deny or blame on others
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It’s OK to Tremble
• “Trembling constitutes a ‘contained discharge’ of the
trauma, and by allowing these powerful sensations to
unfold while being aware of them and their purpose,
one can gradually restore equilibrium to the nervous
system. Spontaneous trembling is nearly always
accompanied by rapid breathing, which also helps to
release trauma.”
• “The shaking and trembling we experience following
traumatic experiences are part of the innate process of
resetting the nervous system and restoring our psyche
to wholeness. If we become frightened by these
sensations and resist them, we block our return to
nervous equilibrium and mental and emotional
wholeness – and the remaining trauma inside us
becomes frozen.”
From In An Unspoken Voice: How the Body Releases Trauma and Restores
Goodness by Peter A. Levine

Question and Answer Period
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