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How Language, Emotion Words,
Concepts, and Beliefs
Affect Your Nervous System

Your emotion vocabulary is not neutral.

It is shaping what you experience — not describing it. This changes everything.

Sarah Martinez, LCSW - insideattunenent.com
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The Label Problem

Most people assume that language describes inner experience. That something happens in the body,
and then we reach for a word to name it.

The science says otherwise.

Language — the emotion concepts you have inherited, the labels you apply, the narratives you hold
about what your responses mean — is not downstream of experience. It is part of the construction of
experience itself. The concept arrives before the conscious feeling. The label shapes what gets built.
The narrative organizes what the nervous system does next.

This is not a small finding. If your emotion vocabulary is vague, moralized, overused, or borrowed
uncritically from your culture, you are not just misdescribing your experience. You are constructing a
version of it that makes the actual signal harder to locate, harder to work with, and harder to change.

The word arrives before the feeling.

When something happens in your body — a shift in pressure, a change in activation, a signal moving
through the system — your brain does not wait for conscious experience to form and then hand you a
word for it. It works the other way. The brain is a prediction machine, constantly generating models of
what is happening based on past experience, available concepts, and inherited categories. The
emotion concept is part of the predictive model. It shapes the construction of the experience before



you are consciously aware of it.

Lisa Feldman Barrett's research on constructed emotion makes this precise: emotions are not
universal, biologically fixed responses. They are constructions — built from interoceptive signals, past
experience, and the conceptual categories available to the system. People who have more granular
emotion vocabularies have measurably better emotional regulation, better physical health outcomes,
and better clinical prognoses. The concept is not the label on the jar. It is part of what is in the jar.

A blunt label does not just fail to describe what is there. It actively shapes what gets constructed next
time, and the time after that, reinforcing itself until the category feels like bedrock reality rather than
an inherited interpretation.

The label does not describe the signal. It becomes part of how the signal gets built.
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What Precision Looks Like

One word. Multiple completely different states.

This is the real cost of vague labels: a single word covers mechanistically distinct states that look
similar on the surface but require completely different interventions.

""l'am anxious.""

Prediction Error

The brain is generating a mismatch signal — something does not fit the map. Attention narrows,
cortisol rises, the system activates and prepares for action. Needs: information, resolution of
uncertainty, or tolerance of not-knowing.

Anal ysi s Strategy

An emotional strategy the system uses to resolve uncertainty by thinking hard enough to feel more
certain. More analysis makes it worse. Needs: interruption of the strategy, contact with the actual
signal underneath.

Unr esol ved Loop

Uncertainty that has not been resolved keeps the orientation system running as background load.
Needs: tank restoration, reduction of load.

Depl et ed Edgi ness



Tank low, threshold low. Everything crosses faster. The edgy, activated feeling is not about anything
specific — it is the signal of a system running on reserve. Needs: capacity restoration, not analysis.

Hypervi gi | ance

The system has learned that the environment is unpredictable or unsafe and is running continuous
threat-monitoring as a baseline. Needs: relational safety, tank filling, and time.

""l am depressed.""

Unresol ved Gri ef

Resource or care grief that has not been able to complete. The system is revising a prior — updating
what it can rely on — and that process is metabolically expensive. Needs: legitimation, space, and
time.

Col | apse Strategy

The system learned that shutting down is safer than expressing. The flatness is not the absence of
signal — it is suppression. The signal underneath is often rage, grief, or terror. Needs: safety to
access what is actually there.

Meani ng Erosion

Overuse of analysis has generated a state where everything loses felt significance. Presents as
nihilism or anhedonia. Needs: reconnection to body, reduction of abstraction.

Chroni ¢ Low Capacity

The tank is so consistently depleted that the system has down-regulated all activation as a
conservation strategy. Needs: genuine tank restoration across all domains.

Aut onomny Suppr essi on

Long-term suppression of self-direction — the system has learned that acting on its own signal
damages bonds. Looks like depression. Is a relational and developmental pattern.

You can work with a mechanism. You cannot work with a verdict. You cannot treat five
different states with the same intervention.
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The Simulation We Built

We are trying to know ourselves through symbols.

There is a stranger problem underneath the label problem. We are not just using imprecise words to
describe our inner experience. We are using words to see ourselves. To locate ourselves. To know
that we are real, that what we feel matters, that something is happening in there.

Language became the mirror.

Which means we are experiencing ourselves as concepts. Not as bodies in motion. As objects
reflected back through the words we hold up to them. The self is now something you observe, assess,
interpret, and manage — using the very system the signal is moving through. You are using the
nervous system to solve the nervous system. The mirror is made of the same material as the face.

Better categories are still categories. More precise words are still words. Finer distinctions give you
more detailed ammunition for a war that the ammunition is creating.

We think the goal is to feel better. And feeling better means solving pressure. But pressure is not the
problem. Pressure is action readiness: the body organizing toward a response, a direction, a
completion. When we intercept it with a concept — when we turn it into a noun and assign it to the
self as something to manage — we capture the motion and ice it out of the body.

The seam that is fiction.

Before the word arrives, there is no seam. There is only a body mid-preparation for something —
reaching, bracing, collapsing, scanning, moving toward. You are not separate from that movement.
You are that movement. The deer does not stand outside its own running and observe it. It runs.

You are not failing to understand yourself. You are succeeding at a framework that cannot deliver
what you are looking for — because what you are looking for is contact, and contact is not a concept.
It is what happens when the concept steps aside long enough for the signal to move through.

This is the mechanism of the disembodied experience. Not a spiritual failing. Not a
character flaw. A grammatical one.
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What Culture Has Told You



Beyond individual emotion labels, there are larger cultural narratives applying pressure to the nervous
system continuously, below the level of conscious awareness.

Negative emotions are a problem to solve.

This turns the nervous system against itself. Every signal that arrives gets immediately converted into
a management problem. The question becomes 'how do | fix this' before 'what is this." The signal
never gets received. It escalates.

Pain is the enemy.

Physical and emotional pain are signals — the nervous system communicating that something
requires attention. When pain is framed as enemy rather than messenger, the energy of the system
goes toward elimination rather than reception.

Calm is superior. Stoic is healthy.

This produces people who suppress signal in order to appear healthy. Calm is not the goal. Honest
contact is the goal. A calm person who has suppressed their signal is not healthier than an activated
person who is in contact with theirs.

Certainty is good. Safety is the goal.

The nervous system is not designed for certainty. It is designed for prediction, error, update, and
adaptation. Pursuing certainty as a goal produces rigidity. The goal is honest contact with what is
actually here.

Self-abandonment as virtue.

The belief that prioritizing your own needs is selfish. This produces a nervous system trained to
suppress its own pressure in the name of care. The tank depletes. The signal goes underground.

Productivity as worth.

This organizes the nervous system around external metrics rather than internal signal. Rest is
suspicious. The tank never fills because filling it does not count.

Regulation as moral achievement.

The window of tolerance is not a moral achievement. It is a resource state. You cannot shame
someone into a wider window. The window opens when the tank fills.

Your body is something you must overcome.



Tired but pushing through. Hungry but disciplined. Activated but regulated. The body is not the
obstacle. The body is the signal. It is the only place the nervous system actually lives.

These are not descriptions of the nervous system. They are pressure applied to it —
dressed as truth.
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The Mechanism of Change

You cannot update a map you do not know you are holding.

Deconstruction is not an intellectual exercise. It is a nervous system event. The prediction error that
opens the possibility of updating a prior — a belief, a concept, a narrative — is the same mechanism
that underlies all nervous system learning. The first move is always: notice that this is a map.

This is why awareness precedes change. Not performative awareness — but actual contact with the
moment when the concept is running. The moment when 'l am anxious' arrives and you can feel it
arrive — the category descending on the signal before the signal has been received. That contact is
the opening.

Loosening a concept does not mean abandoning it. It means holding it lightly enough to ask: what is
actually here, before this word showed up? What is the signal doing? What does the body know that
the concept has been covering?

What remains is care.

Not meaning you assembled — structure you are. Your body caring about your survival. Your
nervous system organizing around what matters. The biological ground that was there before any
concept arrived. That is the landing place.
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Beyond the Label: The Verb Question

Barrett gave us emotional granularity. The next step is mechanistic granularity: not a more precise
name for the state, but a description of the preparation the state is made of.

Every emotion word is a noun. And nouns create an observer — a self standing outside the signal,
able to be threatened by it, manage it, go to war with it. There is a different question:

What is your body getting ready to do?

Not what are you feeling. Not what does this mean. What is the preparation. What direction is the
movement. What is already happening.

| am anxious | am bracing, scanning, preparing for impact.



| am angry | am fighting, pushing, attacking.

| am ashamed | am collapsing, hiding from being seen.

| am sad | am slowing, withdrawing, conserving.

| am guilty | am repairing, making myself small.

| am lonely I am moving toward connection with nowhere to
go.

| am scared | am fleeing, freezing, getting small.

| am excited | am reaching, moving toward.

| am disgusted | am rejecting, pushing away.

If you can't find the verb: my body is ready for action. | don't know what kind yet. That is enough. Stay
there.

The verb doesn't just describe better. It closes the gap. When the signal stays as movement — as
something you are doing rather than something happening to you — you cannot stand outside it as
observer. You cannot be at war with a movement you are part of.

The relationship between you and your body was not broken. It was interrupted by a
grammar.



About This Guide

© 2025 Sarah Martinez / Inside Attunement. All rights reserved. Personal use only. May not be reproduced,
distributed, sold, or adapted without written permission. Contact sarah@insideattunement.com for licensing.

For educational and informational purposes only. Does not constitute mental health treatment, therapy, medical
advice, diagnosis, or clinical care. If you are experiencing significant mental health difficulties, please contact a
licensed mental health provider.

Crisis support: Call or text 988 (Suicide and Crisis Lifeline), call 911, or go to your nearest emergency room.

Sarah Martinez is a Licensed Clinical Social Worker (LCSW) in Pennsylvania (License #CW026190). The framework
draws on predictive processing (Friston), constructed emotion theory (Barrett), and allostatic regulation (Sterling).

i nsi deat t unenent . com



