
Emotional Embodiment   
**adapted from Geneen Roth’s “Inquiry” exercise  

Emotional Embodiment can be done any time, anywhere—when you are alone, with a 
friend, with a teacher. If you feel it may be hard to keep everything straight in your 
brain, you can begin with a journalling practice. I ask people to begin with some sort of 
feeling or labeled issue they really dislike and they know causes a lot of suffering and 
pain for them. Some common ones are perceived feelings of sadness, loneliness, 
emptiness, lacking, and anger. You have to be open to feeling the emotion, so if you 
have a very strong negative connotation the emotion it may not be the first one to 
work with. The effectiveness of emotional embodiment lies in its open-endedness, its 
evocation of true curiosity, not labeling or the story around the feeling.  

When you practice emotional embodiment, you see that you have been assuming an 
emotional/feeling was a bad thing, but that it actually holds worlds of information and 
value. Emotional embodiment allows you to be in direct contact with that which is 
bigger and more expansive: the infinite unexplored worlds beyond your everyday 
discursive mind. 

Here are the instructions:  

• For the first few times you practice emotional embodiment, give yourself twenty 
minutes in which you won't be disturbed.  

• Close your eyes. Sense your body. Feel the surface you are sitting on. Notice the 
point of contact your skin is making with your clothes. Be aware of your feet as they 
touch the floor. Feel yourself inhabiting your arms, your legs, your chest, your hands.  

• If you are working with a present emotion/feeling use that emotion/feeling, if you are 
pulling up a feeling from memory, illicit that emotion/feeling now. Then ask yourself 
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what you are sensing right now—and where you are sensing it. Be precise. Do you 
feel tingling? Pulsing? Tightening? Do you feel warmth or coolness? Are the 
sensations in your chest? Your back? Your throat? Your arms?  

• Start with the most compelling sensations and ask these questions (when just 
beginning with this practice, write them down and free-write the answers):  
• Does the sensation have shape, volume, texture, color?  
• How does it affect me to feel this?  
• Is there anything difficult about feeling this?  
• Is it familiar?  
• How old do I feel when I feel this?  
• What happens as I feel it directly?  

• At this point, you might begin associating a sensation with a memory or a particular 
feeling like sadness or loneliness. And you might have a reaction, might want to close 
down, go away, stop writing. Remember that a sensation is an immediate, primary 
experience located in the body, whereas a reaction is a secondary experience located 
in the mind. Some examples of reactions are: the desire to eat compulsively, telling 
yourself that your pain will never end, comparing how or what you feel to how you 
want to feel, comparing the present experience to your past experience, comparing 
yourself to someone else, making up a story about what is going on. 

• When you notice that you are reacting to what you are experiencing, come back to 
your body. Sense what is going on in your chest, your legs, your back, your belly. 
Emotional Embodiment is about allowing your direct and immediate experience to 
unfold; it is not about a story you are constructing in your mind. 

• Recognize, name and disengage from Your Inner Critic (that voice that tells you you 
are bad or ugly etc). If you feel small, collapsed or powerless, it is usually a sign that 
The Inner Critic is present. The Inner Critic says things like "You will never be good 
enough"; "You will never change": "You deserve to suffer"; "You are a failure/a bad 
person/unlovable/stupid/worthless/fat/ugly." Any feelings of shame are a response to 
The Inner Critic. 

• To continue with the emotional embodiment, you must disengage from The Inner 
Critic, since its intent is to keep you circumscribed by its definition of safe and to 
maintain the status quo. 

• If recognizing the Inner Critic’s presence does not dispel it, you can say something 
like, “I hear your concerns, but I’m not listening to them right now.” “I understand 
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you want to keep me safe, but right now I’m trying something new.” or “Thank you 
for keeping me safe. I choose to continue on with exercise because another part of 
me wants to.” Keep it short. Keep it simple. A successful disengagement defuses The 
Inner Critic, by acknowledging its good intentions (safety), but also let’s it know it is 
not in change, and should release the sensations of shame, guilt, yuckiness, etc. 

• Whenever you notice that you are engaged in a reaction or are distracted, confused, 
numb or out of touch, go back to sensing your body.  

• Pay attention to secrets, thoughts or feelings you've censored. When those arise, be 
curious about them. Be curious about what's hidden in them. Write it all down. There 
is not right or wrong way, just write what comes out. Allow the writing to flow.  

• Don't try to direct the emotional embodiment with your mind. If you have an agenda 
or preferences (i.e., you don't want to feel needy or angry or hateful), the emotional 
embodiment won't unfold. As the Tibetan Buddhists say, "Be like a child, astonished 
at everything." 

• Remember: Emotional Embodiment is a practice. It's not something you "get" the 
first or tenth time around. You don't do emotional embodiment to get something; 
you do it because you want to find out who you are when you are not conditioned by 
your past or your ideas of what a good/happy person is supposed to be. Each time 
you do it, you learn more. Each time you learn more, you continue the process of 
dismantling the stale, repetitive version of your (ego) self. With each emotional 
embodiment, you have the chance to discover that you are not who you think you 
are. What a relief.
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