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Dimensional Autophagy: Taha Hinengaro 
Clearing Mental and Emotional Patterns That No Longer Serve 

 

Ruku I’Anson (May 2026) 

Abstract 

This article presents the theoretical and clinical foundations of Hinengaro Autophagy — the fourth 
of five-dimensional autophagy interventions within Te Poutama Ora (TPO). Hinengaro Autophagy 
is positioned fourth in the sequence by design: the mental and emotional patterns that present in 
this dimension are, in many cases, downstream consequences of the relational, spiritual, and 
identity wounding addressed in Months 1–3. The foundational clinical argument of this dimension 
is that you cannot think your way out of patterns created by relational trauma, spiritual shame, 
and identity assault — but once those dimensions have been cleared, the hinengaro patterns shift 
naturally. 

This article articulates hinengaro in te Ao Māori as an integrated mental-emotional-spiritual 
domain rather than a separated psychological construct. It introduces the adaptive reframe as the 
central clinical principle: mental and emotional distress patterns are understood as intelligent, 
adaptive responses to real circumstances, not as pathology to be eliminated. The article examines 
emotional metabolisation (distinct from catharsis and from suppression), cognitive autophagy as 
the structured clearing of thought patterns, the transformation of defensive structures into healthy 
limits, and the neuroplasticity basis for building new patterns. The four-phase healing model and 
Tūāpapa trinity are applied specifically to this dimension. 

Introduction: Why Hinengaro Comes Fourth 

The sequencing of the Dimensional Autophagy programme is one of its most important clinical 
features. Hinengaro Autophagy is not positioned fourth because it is less important than the 
preceding dimensions. It is positioned fourth because placing it earlier would produce, at best, 
partial results. 

Mental and emotional patterns do not exist in isolation. They are downstream expressions of the 
relational field (whakapapa), the spiritual framework (wairua), and the identity structure (tuakiri) 
within which the person operates. A person who is still carrying inherited relational dysfunction 
will find their thought patterns returning to the same loops regardless of the cognitive intervention 
applied. A person still operating under a punishing God-image will find their emotional life 
contracting back toward shame regardless of the emotional regulation skill deployed. A person 
whose identity is still performing rather than inhabiting will find that their anxiety and depression 
reconstitute themselves around each new performance demand. 
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Once whakapapa, wairua, and tuakiri have been cleared, however, the hinengaro dimension 
becomes genuinely workable. The thought patterns lose their structural support. The emotional 
patterns are no longer being continuously regenerated by upstream causes. The person can apply 
hinengaro tools with lasting effect precisely because the conditions that made the patterns 
necessary have changed. 

Theoretical Framework 

Hinengaro in Te Ao Māori 
In te Ao Māori, hinengaro is not a psychological construct separate from the spiritual and relational 
dimensions of personhood. Hinengaro encompasses thought, feeling, consciousness, and mind 
— and is understood as inseparable from wairua and whakapapa. Māori models of distress do 
not separate ‘mental illnesses from spiritual disconnection or relational wounding. The whānau 
and community context of hinengaro distress is always relevant. The person cannot be treated in 
isolation from the web of relationships and spiritual connections that constitute them. 

This holistic understanding is clinically important: it means that hinengaro work conducted without 
attending to whakapapa, wairua, and tuakiri is incomplete. The TPO sequencing reflects this 
indigenous understanding precisely — the hinengaro dimension is addressed last among the five 
foundational dimensions because it cannot be fully addressed without the others. 

The Adaptive Reframe: Distress as Intelligence 
The most important clinical contribution of Hinengaro Autophagy is the adaptive reframe. This is 
the proposition that mental and emotional distress patterns are not pathological failures of the 
person. They are adaptive, intelligent responses generated by a nervous system and mind doing 
exactly what they were designed to do in response to genuinely difficult circumstances. 

Anxiety is the nervous system maintaining hypervigilance in an environment that has repeatedly 
been unsafe. It is not a disorder — it is a well-learned pattern that was correct once and has not 
yet been updated. Depression is the shutdown of a system that has been running at maximum 
capacity without adequate resource for too long. It is not weakness; it is intelligent conservation. 
Emotional numbness is the protective suppression of a system overwhelmed beyond its 
regulation capacity. Rumination is the mind attempting to solve, through thinking, a problem that 
was not created by thinking and cannot be resolved by it. 

This reframe has two clinical functions. First, it removes the shame that compounds the original 
distress — the second wound of believing that one’s mental and emotional responses are 
evidence of inadequacy. Second, it orients the intervention correctly: if the pattern is adaptive, the 
intervention is not to eliminate it but to metabolise it — to extract its intelligence, update the 
conditions that generated it, and build new patterns that serve the current reality. 
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The Distinction Between Metabolisation, Catharsis, and Suppression 
Three responses to distressing mental and emotional patterns are commonly confused in clinical 
and self-help contexts. Their distinction is essential to the Hinengaro Autophagy work. 

Suppression — the management of distress by not feeling it. Suppression produces temporary 
relief and long-term accumulation. The suppressed material does not disappear; it accumulates 
in the body (addressed in Month 5) and re-emerges with increasing force. Decades of 
suppression produce the presentations that arrive in the hinengaro dimension: emotional 
dysregulation, chronic anxiety, depression that does not respond to intervention, and a 
pervasive sense of flatness or disconnection. 

Catharsis — the expression of distress for its emotional relief. Catharsis produces temporary 
relief and, critically, does not update the pattern. The person who cries in every session and 
remains in the same emotional loops is experiencing catharsis. The relief is real. The structural 
change is absent. 

Metabolisation — the nutritive processing of distress. The pattern is engaged with directly, its 
adaptive function is named, its wisdom is extracted, and new patterns are built in its place. 
Metabolisation produces lasting change because it addresses the pattern at its structural level 
rather than its symptomatic level. 

Hinengaro Autophagy is a metabolisation process. Participants are not invited to suppress their 
distress patterns, nor to express them repeatedly for cathartic relief. They are guided through the 
recognition of what the patterns are doing, the extraction of their intelligence, and the building of 
new patterns where the old ones are composted. 

Emotional Metabolisation: The Five-Step Process 
Emotional metabolisation within the TPO framework follows a structured five-step process applied 
to each unprocessed emotional pattern. This process is not linear — participants may move 
through these steps multiple times with the same emotion as deeper layers surface — but the 
movement is always toward integration rather than relief. 

• Name it precisely: not ‘I feel bad’ but ‘I am carrying grief from the loss of the person I 

thought I would become.’ Precision reduces the shame that generalised distress 

generates. 

• Feel it fully: set a bounded time for full engagement with the emotion. The boundary 

matters — it signals to the nervous system that the feeling is temporary and 

manageable, which reduces avoidance. 

• Express it: write, speak, move, create. Taha Auaha is the healing instrument across all 

dimensions; emotional metabolisation through creative expression produces integration 

that cognitive processing cannot. 
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• Extract wisdom: ‘What did this feeling tell me? What was it protecting? What does it 

reveal about what I need?’ 

• Release with gratitude: acknowledging the adaptive function of the pattern before 

releasing it. This is not toxic positivity — it is the metabolisation step that distinguishes 

this process from suppression. 

Cognitive Autophagy: Clearing Thought Patterns 
Cognitive autophagy is the structured application of the autophagy metaphor to thought patterns: 
the identification of thoughts that are no longer serving the person, the extraction of whatever 
truth they contained, and their composting into new, more accurate patterns. This differs from 
conventional cognitive-behavioural approaches in two significant respects. 

First, it does not treat the thought as a distortion to be corrected. It treats it as an adaptive pattern 
to be metabolised. The catastrophising thought was accurate once — in the environment that 
generated it, the worst-case scenario was a real possibility. The rumination was a genuine attempt 
to solve a problem that felt threatening. Cognitive autophagy respects the intelligence of the 
original pattern while asking whether it is still necessary. 

Second, cognitive autophagy explicitly requires the prior clearing of the structural conditions that 
generated the thought pattern. A person who is still in the relational, spiritual, or identity conditions 
that produced the thought will find cognitive work producing surface-level change only. Once 
those conditions have been cleared through the prior three dimensions, cognitive autophagy can 
produce genuine structural change in the neural patterns that sustain habitual thinking. 

Neuroplasticity and the Rebuilding Phase 
The regeneration cycles of Hinengaro Autophagy are grounded in the established neuroscience 
of neuroplasticity — the brain’s capacity to form new neural pathways through repeated 
experience and practice (Siegel, 2010; Doidge, 2007). The metaphor is apt: just as cellular 
autophagy clears damaged cellular components and creates the conditions for healthy new 
synthesis, cognitive and emotional autophagy clears the damaged patterns and creates the 
conditions for new neural pathway formation. 

New neural pathways form through repetition. The integration work of Cycles 7–9 — the daily 
practice of new thoughts, the regular engagement with emotional regulation tools, the weekly 
building of new relational and identity-consistent patterns — is neurologically productive precisely 
because the structural conditions that made the old pathways persistent have been changed. The 
soil has been cleared. The new growth has traction. 

The Transformation of Defences 
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A distinctive clinical move in the Hinengaro dimension is the transformation of defensive 
structures rather than their elimination. The person who has built hypervigilance as a survival 
response to chronic threat does not need to become unwary. They need to update the 
hypervigilance to appropriate caution — the same intelligent monitoring capacity, recalibrated to 
the actual threat level of their current environment. The person who built emotional detachment 
to survive an overwhelming relational environment does not need to become without boundaries. 
They need to recalibrate the detachment into discernment — the same capacity for distance, now 
applied with choice rather than compulsion. 

This transformation is only possible after whakapapa autophagy has cleared the relational context 
that made the defence necessary. Attempting the transformation while the original conditions are 
still present would require the person to simultaneously lower their defences in the environment 
that built them, which is both clinically inappropriate and practically impossible. 

What Blocks Hinengaro Wellness 

Unprocessed trauma responses: anxiety, hypervigilance, dissociation, emotional numbing — 
all generated by genuine threat and maintained by a nervous system that has not received a 
clear ‘all clear’ signal. 

Thought loops and rumination: the mind’s attempt to solve through thinking problems that 
were not created by thinking. Maintained by structural conditions (relational, spiritual, identity) 
that thinking cannot change. 

Emotional suppression: decades of pushing down anger, grief, fear, and shame until the 
emotional regulation system is exhausted and the suppressed material accumulates in the 
body. 

Defensive structures: walls built to survive that have become independent of the conditions 
that made them necessary. Still running, still consuming resources, no longer serving their 
original function. 

Misattributed patterns: mental and emotional patterns that have been named as personal 
pathology (‘you are too sensitive,’ ‘you are anxious,’ ‘you are depressed’) when they are in fact 
appropriate responses to the relational, spiritual, and identity conditions the person has been 
navigating. 

The Four-Phase Model Applied to Hinengaro 

Te Tūāhuatanga — Recognition: Seeing the mental and emotional patterns clearly, without 
the compounding shame of pathologising them. Naming each pattern as adaptive: what it was 
responding to, what it was protecting, what it has been trying to do. This recognition is the 
removal of the second wound. 
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Te Kāwhatitanga — Breakdown: Initiating the breakdown of the pattern by working with rather 
than against it. Allowing feelings to be felt in bounded, safe containers. Engaging thought loops 
with the cognitive autophagy question: ‘Is this still true? Does this still serve?’ Allowing 
defensive structures to begin softening now that the conditions that required them have 
changed. 

Te Whakahuatanga — Metabolisation: Extracting the intelligence from each pattern. The 
anxiety reveals what was genuinely unsafe. The depression reveals what has been chronically 
un-sustained. The suppressed rage reveals what was violated. The rumination reveals what felt 
unresolvable. These are real communications from a real system. Metabolisation honours them. 

Te Tuku — Release and Integration: Releasing the patterns that have been metabolised and 
building new ones in their place. Daily practice of new neural pathways. Recalibration of 
defences into healthy boundaries. Integration of emotional regulation as a practice rather than a 
destination. 

Bridge to Clinical Application: The Workbook 

The corresponding workbook carries these foundations into the structured 9-cycle practice. 
Particular clinical attention is required in self-directed use: the emotional metabolisation practices 
involve sustained engagement with distressing material, and participants should have their 
support person available during Cycles 3–6. The nervous system regulation tools provided are 
evidence-based somatic practices designed to support the window of tolerance required for 
metabolisation work. 

Discussion 

Hinengaro Autophagy occupies an interesting position relative to conventional psychological 
approaches. It shares conceptual ground with trauma-informed cognitive approaches, somatic 
psychology, and interpersonal neurobiology while maintaining its grounding in kaupapa Māori. 
The adaptive reframe is both culturally coherent with Māori understandings of distress and 
empirically supported by contemporary trauma research. The sequence-dependency argument 
— that hinengaro work is most effective after the structural conditions that generated the patterns 
have been addressed — represents a significant departure from conventional approaches that 
treat the psychological dimension in isolation. 

A limitation: Hinengaro Autophagy is not a substitute for clinical mental health treatment where 
that is indicated. Participants presenting with severe depression, active suicidality, psychosis, or 
acute trauma should be referred to appropriate clinical services before engaging the programme. 
This workbook is designed for people who are functionally stable and ready for structured deep 
work, not for people in acute clinical presentations. 
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Conclusion 

Hinengaro Autophagy is where the structural work of the previous three months becomes visible 
in how the person thinks, feels, and regulates. The clearing of whakapapa, wairua, and tuakiri 
does not automatically resolve mental and emotional patterns — the patterns have their own 
momentum and require their own specific clearing work. But it means that the clearing work has 
traction. The thought loops lose their structural support. The defensive structures can be 
recalibrated. The emotional accumulation can finally be metabolised rather than suppressed or 
cathartic. What becomes available on the other side of Hinengaro Autophagy is not a person 
without difficulty, but a person with a genuinely updated nervous system, new neural pathways, 
and mental-emotional patterns that are responsive to their current reality rather than their 
historical one. 
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