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Week 115, Day 3: Dan Siegel, MD 

How to Work with the Brain and the Body to Relieve Fear 

Dr. Buczynski: So far, we’ve been working with fear from a brain perspective. . . 

But according to Dr. Dan Siegel, in order to really get at the roots of any feeling—including feelings of fear – 

we have to take the whole nervous system into account as well. 

Take a listen as Dan walks us through this . . .  

Dr. Siegel: Let me give you a brief little feeling about fear that is just the way I think about it. It could be a 

little too weird, and I appreciate that.  

I’m inspired really by Antonio Damasio and some of his work on feelings in general. There was a talk he gave 

at the Evolution Conference, a psychotherapy conference, that I had heard in London too, so I actually heard 

it twice. I’m probably with it a bit, but I think it’s a beautiful way for all of us as clinicians to soak in your 

question about fear - through the lens of Damasio’s perspective on feelings in general. It goes like this – 

In terms of the numbers, life on earth has been around for 3.9 billion years. That’s a long time.  

We’ve had nervous systems for half a billion years – so about an eighth of all that time there have been 

nervous systems.  

According to Damasio’s view – and I think it’s really awesome actually – feelings are the subjective 

experience of the state of the organism once you can have a nervous system. When you think of it that way, 

things like the mind and consciousness will have some dependency on the nervous system but won’t be just 

up in the brain. 

The first take-home message is that to understand feelings – including 

fear, which we’ll get into in a few moments – you’ve got to go to the 

body because the first brain was in the intestine. The second brain was 

in the heart. The head brain is actually there to serve the homeostasis 

needs of the whole body.  

In modern times, in science and clinical work too, we’ve gotten confused – probably since the time of 

“To understand feelings, 

you’ve got to go to the 

body. That’s because the 

first brain was in the 

intestine, and the second 

brain was in the heart.”  
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Hypocrites who said the mind and all its joys and sorrows come only from the stuff in the head.  

Damasio was very emphatic as a neuroscientist and neurologist in saying, “That is completely wrong.”  

William James said, “No; the mind is just from the head.” He repeated what 

Hypocrites said. 

The first thing to say about fear is we need to go to the whole body to fully 

understand.  

You may say, “No, it’s the amygdala this, the amygdala that.” That really is shortsighted and misguided. 

That’s the first take-home message on this issue.  

The second is Damasio talks about something like action programs or something like that. Basically it’s, “How 

does this body achieve homeostasis?”  

Homeostasis is not the same as simple equilibrium - like chemicals 

finding equilibrium. Homeostasis is about survival of course, [but] it’s 

also about procreation and thriving. We achieve homeostasis through 

all sorts of ways we deal with feelings.  

In a way, healing states emerge from these action programs that can have various degrees of complexity. 

Basically, what an action program is, is coordinating all the processes of the body: the immune system, the 

hormonal system, the circulatory system – to create a state of the body that’s an attempt to survive, thrive, 

and procreate. That’s both internal and relational because these feelings happen within the body; but in a 

way they shape our relationships and even our culture.  

That’s the second major point: homeostasis is what all these feelings are arising from. 

The third major point, to finish with Damasio, is you get layers of complexity about these feelings. For 

example, feelings giving rise to emotions or even feelings giving rise to thinking.  

When Damasio talks about artificial intelligence he goes, “The issue here is that these computers don’t have 

bodies. As much as they can do cognition and information processing, they don’t have feelings because they 

don’t have bodies. They’re not achieving homeostasis through bodily mechanisms. They’re not going to have 

the equivalent of a mind with consciousness and subjective feeling of what’s happening.”  

“We need to go to the 

whole body to fully 

understand fear.” 

“We achieve homeostasis 

through all sorts of ways 

we deal with feelings.” 
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That’s the Damasio honoring, and I think it’s absolutely beautiful.  

When it comes to the idea of fear I think Damasio’s view articulates, for me, the way I approach clients now 

in a clinical setting. With the experience of fear [it is] realizing, “This organism, the human being, the person 

in front of you, has 3.9 billion years of evolution that brought her to you.”  

Think about that. The only reason that person is sitting there in front of you, and in fact you’re sitting there, is 

because of 3.9 billion years of generation after generation after generation of evolving.  

If you want to make it a little shorter [it’s] 500 million years – half a billion – of having a nervous system. If 

you want to make it even shorter, you’ve got 200 million years of being a mammal with a lot of sociality and 

social connection. If you want to make it even shorter, in our human like form, some people would say four 

and a half million years. Some people would say, “No, it’s more like 40,000 years.” But whatever, you’re 

getting shorter and shorter periods.  

Then you have this person in front of you - let’s say she’s thirty. For me, as a clinician, she’s coming with her 

chief complaint as, “I’m frightened.” That’s literally her chief complaint. I’m sitting with someone - we’re both 

in these bodies. At the time I was fifty or something like that, and she’s thirty. Together we don’t even have 

one-hundred years of time on the planet, but we’ve had 3.9 billion years!   

If you go back to this whole issue of homeostasis, it’s surviving, procreating, and thriving in all these different 

ways.  

Now you have the notion that “something isn’t right and my feeling state is it’s off.” Let’s just use really 

general thinking like that. It’s not like, “I feel good and I’m happy to be alive” – no; “I feel bad.” If I want to 

get more specific about bad, “I’m scared. I’m going to use the word 

fear. I’m filled with fear.”  

The three major uncomfortable feeling states you can generate are 

anger, sadness (or separation distress), and fear. They’re literally in 

different neural circuitries in the subcortical area. 

 Of course, we all have different relationships with those three things so they can manifest in different ways 

in everyone’s life. If it is that the cortex processes fear in you differently than it does in me, that’s fine; but 

the issue clinically is these are beneath the common source of cognition and thinking. It’s very much related 

to subcortical areas. 

“The three major 

uncomfortable feeling 

states you can generate are 

anger, sadness, and fear.”  
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The way Antonio Damasio would present it … let’s just say this: the input of the body comes upward and 

registers itself in the brain stem where you have nuclei involved in the fight/flight/freeze and faint response. 

This is the response to threat [and] survival.  

As we said, the whole notion of the body, once you have a nervous system, is about feeling states related to 

homeostasis and the action programs.  

One of the action programs is about staying alive so you can have a feeling state of “I’m threatened now.” 

Then this comes up, and the first place all that is integrated is in the brain stem. It can mediate using cortical 

evaluation: “Am I threatened or not?” This is not even involving the amygdala – this is like a brain-stem 

process. 

The next stage of those bodily states being integrated goes upward into the insula. It’s first in the posterior 

insula where you make a primary integrated map of the whole body and then projects forward to the 

anterior insula. Now you’ve got a state of the body being registered and available to awareness.   

Dr. Buczynski: Dan just gave us a detailed account of fear’s physiological pathway—and it really drives home 

how important it is to work with the brain and the body in order to alleviate a client’s fear. 

Tomorrow we’ll hear more from Dan – he’ll tell us how he helped one of his clients get to the root of her fear 

of failure.  

But now I want to hear from you. How will you use what you just heard in your work with a client? 

Please leave a comment below. And while you’re down there, feel free to comment on other people’s 

comments. That’s how we generate a community of helpful ideas and suggestions. 

I’ll see you tomorrow. 


