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Abstract 

Inner peace is commonly imagined as calmness or the absence of distress, yet contemporary 

research suggests it is better understood as a low-arousal positive affective state supported by felt 

safety, coherent meaning, and flexible emotion regulation. This essay synthesizes 

interdisciplinary scholarship to identify barriers to inner peace across embodied, cognitive-

affective, relational, cultural, and institutional domains. At the biological level, chronic threat 

activation and reduced autonomic flexibility can limit access to safety and contentment (Gilbert 

et al., 2008; Porges, 2006; Thayer & Lane, 2000). At the psychological level, maladaptive 

regulation strategies, persistent negative cognitions, and diminished access to internal states can 

obstruct peace of mind (Gross, 1998; Liberman et al., 2023; Sikka et al., 2023). At the 

interpersonal and collective levels, emotional climates characterized by distrust and insecurity 

reduce the plausibility of calm relational openness, while social sharing processes can amplify 

fear and grievance (De Rivera & Páez, 2007; Rimé, 2007). Cultural ideals further shape what 

emotions are valued and permissible, influencing whether inner peace is pursued, stigmatized, or 

commodified (Tsai, 2007; Nisbet, 2019). The essay concludes with trauma-informed and 

culturally responsive implications for strengthening peace through embodied regulation, 

meaning-making, and relational repair. 

Keywords: inner peace; peace of mind; emotion regulation; felt safety; low-arousal positive 

affect; threat; mindfulness; cultural context; emotional climate; trauma 
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Barriers to Inner Peace: 

Threat, Dysregulation, Meaning Disruption, and Social–Cultural Constraints 

Inner Peace as a Regulatory State Rather Than a Mood “Switch” 

Inner peace is often treated as a personal virtue or mindset, but affective science suggests 

it is more accurately conceptualized as a regulatory state—a patterned integration of appraisal, 

physiology, attention, and meaning. Models of affect indicate that emotional experience varies 

across dimensions such as valence and arousal; inner peace aligns with low-arousal positive 

affect (e.g., calm contentment), which is psychologically distinct from high-arousal positive 

states such as excitement (McManus et al., 2024; Russell, 1980). Peace of mind research 

likewise supports the measurability of peace-related states and highlights that inner peace is not 

simply “less anxiety,” but a coherent emotional construct with cognitive and experiential features 

(Lee et al., 2013; Sikka et al., 2023). 

Understanding peace as a state helps clarify why inner peace can be difficult to access: 

barriers are not merely failures of will, but disruptions in the conditions that permit safety, 

steadiness, and openness. These barriers cluster across four domains—embodied threat, 

cognitive-affective processes, relational climates, and cultural/institutional constraints—each 

shaping what is emotionally possible. 

Embodied Threat and Nervous System Barriers 

A foundational barrier to inner peace is chronic threat activation. When stress systems 

remain engaged, the body prioritizes vigilance and action readiness rather than restoration. From 

a physiological perspective, inner peace depends on flexible autonomic regulation and the 

capacity to downshift from mobilization into states compatible with social connection and 

recovery (Porges, 2006; Thayer & Lane, 2000). Trauma, persistent stress exposure, and ongoing 
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insecurity can keep the nervous system in defensive modes, narrowing attention and increasing 

sensitivity to danger cues. 

Research on affect regulation systems also suggests that feeling “safe and content” 

functions as a distinct regulatory mode associated with reduced depression, anxiety, stress, and 

self-criticism (Gilbert et al., 2008). When this system is underdeveloped or repeatedly 

disrupted—through threat exposure, chronic conflict, or relational insecurity—inner peace 

becomes less accessible. In clinical terms, the person may not lack insight or desire for peace; 

rather, their physiology may not currently support it. 

Maladaptive Emotion Regulation and the Persistence of Distress 

A second barrier to inner peace involves emotion regulation patterns that maintain 

distress over time. Emotion regulation refers to processes that influence which emotions arise, 

when they arise, and how they are experienced and expressed (Gross, 1998). After chronic stress 

or trauma, individuals may rely on regulation strategies that are adaptive in danger contexts but 

costly in safe contexts. Avoidance, suppression, rumination, and hypercontrol can provide short-

term relief while decreasing long-term flexibility, keeping the individual trapped in cycles of 

reactivity and self-monitoring. 

Individual differences research suggests that peace of mind is associated with adaptive 

regulation and appraisal patterns (Sikka et al., 2023). Conversely, when emotion regulation is 

rigid, inner peace is disrupted not only by external events but also by internal spirals—

catastrophic interpretation of sensations, overidentification with negative thoughts, or intolerance 

of uncertainty. While cognitive tools can help, barriers often persist when regulation strategies 

are disconnected from embodied safety and interoceptive attunement. 
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Diminished Access to Internal States: When the Body Feels “Unreadable” 

Inner peace is also hindered when people cannot access or interpret internal states. 

Interoceptive awareness—notice of bodily sensations and affective cues—supports emotional 

clarity and regulation. When access to internal states is diminished, individuals may feel flooded, 

numb, or uncertain about what they feel, which can increase anxiety and compulsive coping. 

Contemporary work on obsessive-compulsive disorder, for example, proposes that diminished 

access to internal states can underlie uncertainty and compulsive reassurance-seeking (Liberman 

et al., 2023). Although this research is diagnosis-specific, it highlights a broader barrier relevant 

across conditions: when internal signals are confusing or mistrusted, calm steadiness becomes 

difficult to sustain. 

This barrier often appears clinically as chronic “checking” (of thoughts, sensations, 

relationships, or decisions), because the person cannot settle into a felt sense of enoughness. 

Peace becomes elusive not because emotions are absent, but because internal cues do not offer 

reliable closure. 

Cognitive Coherence and Meaning Disruption 

Inner peace is closely tied to coherence—having an integrated story about oneself and 

one’s world. Trauma and chronic adversity can fracture meaning, producing persistent questions 

about safety, justice, worth, and the trustworthiness of others. This meaning disruption can keep 

the mind in a state of searching, scanning, and unfinished processing. In this sense, inner peace is 

not merely calmness; it is also integration. 

Meaning-centered research in health contexts suggests that peace, acceptance, and 

spiritual wellbeing are associated with quality of life and emotional functioning (Sauer et al., 

2024; Sleight et al., 2021). When meaning is disrupted—through loss, betrayal, moral injury, or 
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existential threat—inner peace is blocked until some form of integration becomes possible. 

Importantly, integration does not require “liking” what happened; it involves constructing a 

livable narrative that allows the nervous system and mind to rest. 

Relational Insecurity and Attachment Threat 

Because humans are profoundly social, inner peace is often co-regulated. Relational 

insecurity—chronic conflict, mistrust, emotional volatility, or lack of dependable care—

functions as a barrier to calm openness. At collective levels, research on emotional climate 

suggests that shared affective patterns influence perceptions of human security and trust (De 

Rivera & Páez, 2007; De Rivera et al., 2007). When families, workplaces, communities, or 

nations operate in climates of fear, resentment, or suspicion, individuals have fewer opportunities 

to experience safety as a stable background condition. 

Social sharing of emotion can either support peace or undermine it. When emotions are 

shared in validating, integrative ways, distress can become more manageable; when emotions are 

shared in ways that amplify grievance, fear, or outrage, collective reactivity can intensify and 

spread (Rimé, 2007). In contemporary contexts, this matters because people’s emotional worlds 

are increasingly shaped by networked interactions rather than only immediate relationships. 

Cultural Ideals, “Ideal Affect,” and the Social Permission to Be at Peace 

Inner peace is culturally shaped. Cultural “ideal affect” refers to the emotional states that 

cultures value and encourage, which in turn influences what people pursue and interpret as 

healthy (Tsai, 2007). In some contexts, low-arousal positive affect (calmness, contentment, 

serenity) is highly valued; in others, high-arousal positive affect (enthusiasm, excitement) may 

be prioritized. When cultural ideals reward productivity, intensity, or constant positivity, inner 

peace can be devalued or treated as laziness, avoidance, or weakness. 
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Contemporary discourses around peace can also be gendered and politicized. For 

example, neutrality and peace-oriented stances can be framed as naïve or morally suspect, 

shaping whose pursuit of peace is legitimized (Agius, 2024). These social judgments can become 

internalized barriers: people may fear being seen as passive, selfish, or “not serious” if they 

prioritize calmness, rest, or emotional steadiness. 

The Commodification of Peace and the Individualization of Suffering 

Another modern barrier is the commodification of peace through wellness markets. While 

many tools (meditation, breathwork, journaling) can be genuinely helpful, critiques of 

“Mindfulness Inc.” argue that peace practices can be packaged in ways that privatize suffering 

and obscure structural causes of distress (Nisbet, 2019). When peace is marketed primarily as a 

personal consumption goal, individuals may blame themselves for not achieving it, rather than 

recognizing the role of chronic stressors, social injustice, economic insecurity, or relational harm. 

Historical and sociopolitical perspectives on emotional power also point to how societies 

shape emotion norms to sustain governance and legitimacy (Andrade, 2020; Ventsel & Selg, 

2025). In practice, this means some people are expected to remain calm and compliant under 

conditions that warrant protest or grief, while others are permitted anger and dominance. Such 

unequal emotional expectations can directly interfere with authentic peace by requiring 

suppression rather than integration. 

Technology and Amplified Emotional Atmospheres 

Digital life can intensify barriers to inner peace by amplifying emotional climates. 

Mediated intimacy shows how social media sustains care relationships across distance, but also 

reshapes emotional expectations and exposes individuals to ongoing relational demands 

(Alinejad, 2021). In parallel, technologically mediated environments can magnify social 
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comparison, threat salience, and rapid cycles of outrage-sharing. This matters because inner 

peace depends on attentional ecology—what the mind repeatedly consumes and rehearses. 

Emerging work on socially participatory AI also highlights that embodied experience and 

relational dynamics remain central even in technologically mediated settings (Graves, 2023). As 

AI tools increasingly shape feedback, learning, and communication, the emotional conditions for 

peace of mind may be influenced by system design and the quality of interpersonal supports 

around technology (Mohammed & Khalid, 2025). 

Conclusion 

Barriers to inner peace are best understood as multi-level constraints that limit access to 

felt safety, coherence, and flexible emotion regulation. Physiological threat activation and 

reduced autonomic flexibility can keep the body in defensive states (Porges, 2006; Thayer & 

Lane, 2000), while maladaptive regulation patterns and diminished access to internal states can 

prolong distress and uncertainty (Gross, 1998; Liberman et al., 2023). Relational and collective 

emotional climates shape trust and human security, influencing whether calm openness is 

plausible (De Rivera & Páez, 2007; Rimé, 2007). Cultural ideals, gendered discourses, and 

commodified wellness practices further shape who is socially permitted to be at peace and how 

peace is interpreted (Agius, 2024; Nisbet, 2019; Tsai, 2007). Addressing these barriers requires 

trauma-informed, culturally responsive approaches that integrate embodied regulation, meaning-

making, and relational repair while attending to the broader emotional infrastructures that shape 

human life (see Figure 1). 

Figure 1. 

Mechanisms Model: How Peace is Disrupted and Produced  
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Note: See Appendix A for Breakdown of Mechanisms Model 
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Appendix A 

Breakdown of Mechanisms Model 

Threat/Safety Process: 

Threat Loop (barrier pathway)  

Contextual threat / insecurity →  
Autonomic activation →  
Narrowed attention + negative appraisal →  
Protective strategies (avoidance, control, suppression) →  
Relational withdrawal / conflict →  
Deteriorated emotional climate →  
more threat  

 
This explains why peace can be desired but not accessible.  

Safety–Repair Loop (peace pathway)  

Reliable cues of safety (body + relationships + environment) →  
Autonomic flexibility →  
Broadened attention + coherent appraisal →  
Adaptive regulation (acceptance, reappraisal, compassion) →  
Relational openness →  
Rupture–repair capacity →  
Improved trust / climate →  
more safety  

This shows peace as self-reinforcing when scaffolded.  

Relational “Gateways” (what most strongly shifts the system)  

Gateway 1: Co-regulation → self-regulation When another person provides attunement 

and steadiness, the body can access a safer state; over time this becomes internalized (co-

regulation strengthens self-regulation).  

Gateway 2: Narrative validation → meaning coherence When distress is named and 

socially held, the mind can integrate experience into a coherent story, reducing 

rumination and hypervigilance.  
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Gateway 3: Permission + boundaries → reduced moral/emotional load In relationships 

and institutions, explicit permission to set limits reduces chronic emotional labor and 

makes peace more attainable.  

Gateway 4: Emotional climate shifts → individual peace becomes plausible As social 

trust increases, baseline threat decreases; inner peace becomes more “available” even 

without constant effort. 


