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MODULE 5: THOUGHTS, EMOTIONS AND BELIEFS 

 

By now, we have already established that the breath is a wordless language that reflects 

every thought, feeling, emotion, physical action, and postural pattern. When we have the 

same habitual thoughts and emotions, these became entrenched as part of our neural 

pathway and is reflected in the way we habitually breathe - this is one of the reasons why 

our breathing becomes so suboptimal over time. For example, chronic anxiety causes 

habitual chest breathing. Conscious breathing gives us the opportunity to create new 

neural pathways in a way that is accessible and effective.  

 

In this module, we will start to delve more deeply into the body-mind system and 

understand the real triggers of habitual feelings by examining belief systems, how they are 

formed and why breathing is such powerful way to bring awareness to a release these old 

patterns.  

 

LESSON 1: WORKING WITH EMOTIONS 

 

Emotions are a beautiful and vital part of our human experience and understanding and 

working with them skillfully can be very empowering. While mental processing is a helpful 

way of bringing awareness to our feelings, the risk is that we often bypass them intellectually, 

suppress them and distract ourselves from experiencing them.  

 

Over time, the energy of the emotions become locked into the system on a cellular level. It 

often also gets stored in the body’s fascial layers.  

 

Breathwork gives us direct access to our emotions as they are experienced viscerally. It 

provides us with a tool to directly access the energy of emotions and release them without 

necessarily engaging in a mental process or drama.  

 

Before embarking on a journey through the landscape of emotions, it is important to 

clarify the difference between ‘thoughts’, ‘feeling’ and ‘emotions’. 

 

http://www.breathworkafrica.co.za/


 
 

www.breathworkafrica.co.za  

©breathworkafrica2020 

A thought is an activity of the mind that formulates and creates an idea, opinion, memory, 

fantasy, plan, story line or projection into the future. When a thought occurs, it means that 

the mind is fixated on that activity for a certain amount of time. Thoughts can be triggered 

by present circumstances and are coloured and directed by subconscious belief systems, 

memories, other thoughts, images, smells, tastes etc. Some thoughts are neutral whereas 

others trigger an emotional and physiological response. 

 

Sometimes an emotion will be triggered as a result of a thought and other times, the 

experience of an emotion will lead to a whole range of thoughts, which activate more 

emotions.  

 

A feeling is the visceral sensation that is experienced in the body as a result of the 

emotion. For example - you are about to go on stage to deliver a speech. 

 

 

 

Thought 

I’m going to fluff this 

up and people are 

going to think i’m 

stupid 

Behaviour  

Smoking 

Belief system 

“I’m not good 

enough” 

Sensations 

Dry mouth, tight 

shoulders, increased 

heart rate 

Emotion 

Fear 
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Emotions are a fundamental part of the human experience, having a place in guiding 

and informing every aspect of human life from the most primal to the most evolved.  

 

Safety, procreation, self-regulation and healing, motivation, inspiration and our interaction 

with our fellow human beings are all driven by emotion. Like there are primary colours, we 

have certain core/primary emotions that have a certain energy frequency and a very 

specific purpose. 

 

According to Chinese Medicine, the core emotions are happiness, sadness, worry, grief, 

anger and fear. However, there are other schools of thought that would add love, surprise 

and disgust to the palette of primary emotions. 

 

It makes sense that for an emotion to qualify as ‘primary’, ‘natural’ or ‘pure’ it would have 

to 

• have a purpose 

• have a specific corresponding physiological response in the body.  

 

There has been a wealth of research done in the last few years, particularly the ground-

breaking work by Dr Candace Pert, to show that neuropeptides are released during 

different emotional states and that these chemicals are found not just in the brain, but in 

the immune system, endocrine system and throughout the body. Emotions previously 

thought to be purely psychological, can be linked to specific processes that take place 

throughout the body. Let’s look at each of these natural emotions with reference to the 

above. 

 

Anger 

Anger is a fiery emotion. It can be a powerful motivator, catalyst for change and action, 

but can also be destructive. When we experience anger, the primal reaction is that the 

jaw clenches, blood flows to the hands, which would make it easier to grasp a weapon or 

strike out against a perpetrator, the heart rate increases, and a surge of adrenaline fuels 

the energy necessary for action. We can experience anger in its raw form or in milder 
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forms through irritation, for example. Anger when it can’t be acted upon can also lead to 

frustration.  

 

Fear 

The role of pure fear is protective. It is part of our inner rider alerting us from entering a 

potentially dangerous situation or to deal with a threat. When we experience true fear, 

the sympathetic nervous system kicks in, making us hyper alert and primed to fight or flee 

from the situation. In his book titled Emotional Intelligence, Daniel Goleman identifies 

surprise as a core emotion, but the facial expression of someone who is surprised gives us 

a clue that surprise is a less intense form of fear. Pathological fear is experienced when we 

have internalised a threat and the body’s stress response is activated in response to an 

imagined threat. Anxiety is the way in which we often interpret as fear.  

 

Happiness and Love 

Happiness is a state of being that offers the body a rest from the other emotions that 

expend a lot of energy. In this state of being, endorphins and chemicals are released that 

have shown to modulate healthy gene expression, strengthen the immune system, and 

facilitate regeneration. When we are happy, it is easier to feel tenderness and love. These 

emotions foster human connection, harmony in relationships and society. 

 

Disgust 

Like fear, the emotion of disgust is protective. For example, if we see or smell something 

that is foul or poisonous, the curled upper lip and wrinkled nose is a primal response of the 

body to protect against an offensive substance - the nostrils close off to prevent poisonous 

fumes from entering it and the lips snarl simulating the spitting out reflex. 

 

Sadness and Grief 

These emotions typically create a state of ‘low energy’ or guide us to become quieter 

and more introspective and allow us time to see and integrate the gift or lesson of the loss, 

but more importantly, it fosters a feeling of compassion and empathy. When we know and 

experience loss and suffering, we can identify with the pain of another. Sadness stretches 
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the heart, increasing our capacity for love and compassion. The energy of sadness is close 

to the energy of gratitude - there is sweetness in sorrow. 

 

Interestingly, the following emotions have the same energy resonance: 

• anger/determination 

• sadness/gratitude 

• fear/excitement.  

 

Emotions are neither ‘positive ‘or ‘negative’.  When we can experience them as they are, 

without getting caught up in the judgements of them, they can be a doorway to deeper 

understanding, awareness and growth.  

 

Through time and evolution, and as we moved away from nature, we became 

disconnected from the purpose of our pure emotion and began to judge it as good or 

bad thereby striving to retain the permanent feeling of the ‘good’ emotions, and 

suppressing or denying the uncomfortable ones or the ones that we perceived to be 

negative or bad. 

 

Charles Eisenstein expands on this concept in his book Sacred Economics. Eisenstein 

reminds us of the time of the hunter-gatherers who found their gods everywhere in nature 

and who lived according to its laws, cycles and rhythms. There was no aspiration to rise 

above nature or conquer it. That aspiration arose with the domestication of plants and 

animals and the wild realm became disconnected from and judged by the domestic 

realm. Natural forces became threatening – something that needed to be ‘tamed’ for the 

good of humanity. 

 

According to this theory, it then makes sense that natural emotions were part of our wild 

nature and that it was a force that needed to be contained, suppressed and managed. 

As society became more complex, so did the emotions, and like colours, they began to 

mix and blend to form more complex emotions like shame, guilt, anxiety, frustration, 

devotion, contempt, amazement etc. 
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Conflict within ourselves and in our world, illness and disease, wars and disharmony are fed 

by the fact that we are living in a time when our emotions have become suppressed, 

layered and confused by the complexities of our belief systems, life experiences and 

conditioning. 

 

Research done by scientists Candace Pert and David Spiegel show that the ability to 

express emotions like anger and grief can improve survival rates in cancer patients. And 

these studies are clearly indicating that because emotional expression is linked to a flow of 

peptides in the body, chronic suppression of emotions results in a huge disturbance to the 

body-mind complex. 

 

Emotion is purely ENERGY IN MOTION, so when we create a blockage to the flow of 

emotion, and we suppress its natural movement, the stress it creates in the body through 

the disruption of these peptides is what leads to pain and dis-ease. 

 

Freud was on to this when he interpreted depression as “anger directed at oneself”. 

Another modern-day physician, Dr Sarno, has also done fascinating work on the subject of 

“Narcissistic Rage” which manifests as chronic back pain in people who show no structural 

defects on x-ray. 

 

Pure emotion, when it can be felt, experienced in its pure form, causes a release of 

neuropeptides which last for no more than two minutes and then naturally subsides. If the 

‘feeling’ lasts longer than that, it means that the emotion is being contaminated or fed by 

a thought, story, or belief system. 

 

Tying into this is the research done on people who suffered or experienced a traumatic 

event. It was found that what differentiated those who suffered from post-traumatic stress 

disorder from the ones who didn’t was the experience of being able to take action in that 

moment, whether it meant running away or making an attempt to find help or assist in 

that situation. So, in that moment, the intense emotion was able to be channeled and 

moved into an action, and the suppression of the emotion and the consequences thereof 

was prevented. 

http://www.breathworkafrica.co.za/


 
 

www.breathworkafrica.co.za  

©breathworkafrica2020 

Why is all this information relevant to the breathworker?  

Conscious connected breathing is an effective tool for promoting relaxation and 

awareness. Data from a wealth of research is now showing that conscious breathing has 

very powerful effects. Changing the rate and depth of breathing produces changes in 

the quantity and kinds of peptides that are released from the brainstem, allowing the 

peptides to diffuse quickly through the cerebrospinal fluid and restore the body’s natural 

balance. Many of these peptides are also natural opiates or pain killers which is why 

conscious breathing is such a powerful pain-relieving technique. 

 

Breathwork facilitates a level of awareness of the sensation that the emotion is creating 

and the moving into the sensation without judgement and attachment. Fully experiencing 

diving and relaxing into the sensations in the body allows space for the energy to move, 

flow and dissipate, preventing the build-up and accumulation of pathological stress and 

emotion. It allows us to practice being comfortable with intensity and eventually ecstasy. 

 

A valuable technique that supports the ability to work with and integrate emotions is 

called Vivation.  

 

Vivation is a specific circular breathing method developed by Jim Leonard in 1979. It is 

used as a methodology to integrate at the feeling level. 

 

This technique is used to become more conscious of the network of feelings and 

sensations in the body. Every thought and every emotion have a corresponding pattern of 

energy that can be felt in the physical body. 

 

1. Circular Breathing  

Breathing consciously will intensify your enjoyment dramatically. Breathing consciously 

helps you to trigger relaxation and dissolve negative emotions. Breathing consciously 

brings you into the present moment, energises your nervous system, and fills your body with 

pleasurable feelings of aliveness. 
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Conscious Breathing develops an 'energy level rapport' with whatever you are feeling in 

your body.  During the process, you make use of full and fast, full and slow, and fast and 

shallow breathing patterns depending on what is required at any given moment. The idea 

is to breathe in a free and unrestricted way: an internal dance with life. 

 

2. Complete Relaxation  

This is all about learning to relax, regardless of the situation or circumstance. It is about re-

programming the tendency to contract, especially in the presence of your strongest, most 

disturbing feelings. It is during those moments that we need to relax our body and our 

mind the most. This will accelerate integration and resolution of any negative material. Not 

only in a session, but also in daily life. 

 

3. Awareness in Detail 

Awareness is the key, not only in Vivation but every other healing modality as well. We are 

referring to awareness of the actual feelings and sensations that arise in the present 

moment. This is the first step in healing. Be constantly aware of the feelings and sensations 

in your body. Give priority awareness to the 'strongest feeling'. This is the outside layer of 

the onion peel that is surfacing to be re-integrated into our overall energy system. This 

feeling or sensation may be connected to an emotion, a thought or a memory. You can 

remember and practice this lesson during any activity or event. 

 

4. Integration into Ecstasy  

Integration can be thought of as the 'Skill of Happiness'.  It is the essence of Vivation. 

Simply put, integration is the skill of enjoying all parts of life. This includes enjoying those 

things that you already enjoy even more and enjoying the 'seemingly un-enjoyable' things 

a little bit more than you might expect. People normally think that to be happier means 

that something must change, get better, or be different in some way. This is not the case. 

The art of integration is about focusing on what is enjoyable in whatever you are 

experiencing and maximizing your enjoyment of that. The skill of integration is 

experiencing what is, as it is, and finding a positive way to relate to it. In Vivation this is 

called changing 'context' or perspective. A shift happens at the body level without the 

need for mental understanding. When the shift happens at the feeling level of the body, 
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the mental perspective changes automatically to one of choice, resourcefulness and 

empowerment.   

 

5. Do Whatever You Do, Willingness is Enough 

Point 5 is all about cultivating ‘willingness’. You might think of this as the positive intention 

to ‘do your best’ under any and all circumstances. This has two components: the 

willingness to feel the feeling in your body honestly, and the willingness to find some 

positive way of embracing it. This is the skill of allowing things to be the way they are, of 

giving up all resistance to 'what is'. Embrace every part of your internal and external 

experience. This triggers the healing process within the body and mind and awakens us to 

the state of oneness and wholeness. 

 

EXERCISE:  

• Admiration 

• Adoration 

• Aesthetic Appreciation 

• Amusement 

• Anxiety 

• Awe 

• Awkwardness 

• Boredom 

• Calmness 

• Confusion 

• Craving 

• Disgust 

• Empathetic pain 

• Entrancement 

• Envy 

• Excitement 

• Fear 

• Horror 

• Interest 
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• Joy 

• Nostalgia 

• Romance 

• Sadness 

• Satisfaction 

• Sexual desire 

• Sympathy 

• Triumph 

 

1. For each of the above emotions, see if you can identify the core emotion, or whether 

they are a mixture of two or three emotions.  

2. Where and how would each of these be experienced in the body?  

3. What would the corresponding breathing pattern be for each off these emotions? 
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