Yang and Yin in the Emotional Life of a
Holarchy

Stephen P. Smith, September 24, 2026

Abstract. This paper develops a Yang-Yin model of emotional life within Arthur
Koestler’s concept of the holon, treating outward emotional expression and inward
reflection as complementary functions of a self-regulating system. Yang represents the
movement of feeling into action, communication, creativity, and relationship, while Yin
represents the capacity to contain, examine, and integrate feeling before it becomes
action. Their relationship is regulated by a homeostatic function that does not seek
emotional stillness but maintains a dynamic balance between expression and reflection.
The paper examines the characteristic distortions that arise when either pole dominates,
including impulsive emotional flooding, projection, and dramatized memory on one side,
and suppression, over-intellectualization, and emotional detachment on the other.
Because persons are holons embedded within larger holarchies, the same regulatory
dynamics can extend through families, communities, and cultures. Emotional maturity is
therefore understood not as diminished feeling or permanent calm, but as the capacity
for coherent intensity: allowing emotion to remain vital and expressive while retaining
sufficient reflection and containment to preserve understanding, relationship, and
systemic coherence.
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1. Introduction

Emotional life is not chaos. Beneath its apparent variability there is a fundamental
polarity: emotion can move outward into action and expression, or inward into reflection,
containment, and integration. These are not competing forms of emotional life. They are
complementary functions of a healthy emotional system. One gives feeling movement
and presence in the world; the other gives it form, coherence, and meaning.

This polarity can be understood through the ancient symbolism of Yang and Yin. Yang
represents the outward, active, expressive movement of emotion. Yin represents its
inward, receptive, reflective movement. Neither is sufficient by itself. Emotional vitality
requires expression, but expression without reflection can become dysregulated. Jung
[1] notes, “there is no energy without opposites.” Reflection can provide understanding
and restraint, but reflection without expression can become sterile, detached, or
emotionally constricted.

The significance of this polarity becomes clearer when emotional life is understood in
terms of Arthur Koestler's holon: something that is simultaneously a whole in itself and a
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part of a larger whole. A person is a holon within a family; a family is a holon within a
community; a community exists within a wider cultural and social holarchy. Emotional
regulation therefore cannot be understood solely as an individual matter. What happens
within one holon can affect the relationships and larger systems of which it is a part.

2.Yang: emotion becoming action

Affective expression is the Yang dimension of emotional life. It is the movement by
which feeling becomes expressed, embodied, and consequential. We hug, speak,
protest, create, resist, laugh, weep, love, and grieve. In each case, something occurring
within us crosses the boundary of the self and enters the world.

This outward movement is indispensable. Emotion that can never find expression loses
vitality. Relationships become distant, experience loses immediacy, and life itself can
become colorless. Yang gives emotion its energy and capacity to connect. It is the force
through which feeling becomes behavior, communication, creativity, and relationship.

But Yang is not synonymous with emotional impulsivity. Its healthy form is not simply
the discharge of whatever feeling happens to be strongest at a particular moment.
Affective action becomes constructive when it is capable of responding appropriately to
circumstances rather than merely reacting to them.

For that, it needs Yin.

3.Yin: emotion becoming understanding

Reflective action is the Yin dimension of emotional life. It is the capacity to receive an
emotion without immediately acting upon it—to allow feeling to become an object of
attention and understanding.

Reflection creates a space between feeling and response. Within that space we can
ask: What am | feeling? Why am | feeling it? What does this feeling mean? Is my
interpretation justified? And how should | respond without unnecessarily harming myself
or others?

This is not emotional suppression. It is emotional integration. Jung [2] writes, "One does
not become enlightened by imagining figures of light, but by making the darkness
conscious." Maturity comes from confronting emotional realities directly and bringing
them into awareness.

Without such reflection, powerful feelings can overwhelm the processes that ordinarily
give experience continuity and proportion. Memory may become increasingly shaped by
emotional significance rather than by careful recollection. An experience may acquire
additional meaning each time it is remembered and retold. The emotional truth of an
experience can consequently become confused with its literal or historical truth.
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This distinction is important. A feeling can be completely genuine without every
interpretation generated by that feeling being accurate. Reflection does not invalidate
emotion; it protects emotion from having to carry more epistemic weight than it can
bear.

Yin therefore provides containment. It allows emotion to remain intense without
necessarily becoming destructive.

4. The emotional holon and its homeostat

A healthy emotional system requires both movements. Yang supplies vitality,
expression, and connection; Yin supplies coherence, understanding, and stability. Their
relationship is therefore not one of opposition but of regulation.

This is where the concept of the homeostat becomes useful. A homeostat is a
regulating function that maintains a system within viable bounds while allowing it to
change. Applied to emotional life, it is the capacity to sense when affective expression is
becoming excessive, when feeling is being suppressed, and when movement in either
direction needs to be corrected.

The emotional homeostat does not seek a permanently calm state. Indeed, such a state
would itself be unhealthy. Emotional life is inherently dynamic. The homeostat instead
permits oscillation between expression and reflection, action and restraint, feeling and
understanding. The homeostatic model resembles Jung's notion that psychic wholeness
emerges not from eliminating tension but from containing and regulating it. "The self is
made manifest in the opposites and in the conflict between them; it is a coincidentia
oppositorum," explains Jung [3].

Healthy emotional life is therefore not the absence of intensity. It is regulated intensity.

The mature person can allow an emotion to arise fully without being compelled to act

upon it immediately. Equally, that person can recognize when reflection has gone too

far and feeling needs to be expressed. Emotional maturity is thus not a fixed condition
but a capacity for appropriate movement between Yang and Yin.

5. When Yang overwhelms Yin

The first major imbalance occurs when affective action becomes stronger than the
capacity for reflection and containment.

Emotion may then arrive with overwhelming force. Behavior becomes impulsive, driven
by the urgency of the immediate feeling rather than by considered judgment.
Experience can become increasingly dramatized in memory and narration, not
necessarily because a person is deliberately being dishonest, but because intense
affect can alter the way significance is assigned to remembered events.
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Over time, the emotional interpretation of an experience may become inseparable from
the experience itself. A person may come to define the self through anger, suffering,
trauma, grievance, or another emotionally charged narrative.

The problem is not that the emotion is unreal. On the contrary, the emotion may be
entirely real. The problem is that feeling has become insufficiently differentiated from
interpretation. When emotional narratives dominate reflection, projection often follows.
"Everything that irritates us about others can lead us to an understanding of ourselves,
Jung [4] writes.

In such circumstances, memory can be shaped increasingly by how an event was
experienced rather than by what can reliably be established about what occurred.
Emotional intensity can fill gaps in recollection and give ambiguous events an
increasingly definite meaning.

Yang without sufficient Yin is therefore like a river without banks: its power is real, but
without containment it can overflow and reshape the landscape through which it moves.

6. When Yin suppresses Yang

The opposite imbalance is equally consequential.

When reflection becomes excessive, emotion may cease to find adequate expression.
The result can be emotional dryness, over-intellectualization, paralysis, or relational
distance. A person may understand an experience very well while remaining unable to
inhabit it emotionally. Alternatively, feeling may be present but continually subjected to
analysis until action becomes impossible.

This is not genuine emotional health simply because it appears controlled. A system
can achieve stability by suppressing the very forces that give it vitality.

A lake frozen over is calm, but its apparent stiliness conceals a loss of movement.
Similarly, excessive Yin can produce a life that is orderly and intellectually coherent
while remaining disconnected from emotional immediacy, spontaneity, and warmth.

Yin without Yang therefore becomes a form of containment that has forgotten its
purpose.

7. Emotional maturity as dynamic equilibrium

The goal is not to choose between Yang and Yin but to develop the capacity to move
appropriately between them.

There are times when feeling should be expressed and times when it should be
contained. There are occasions when action is necessary and others when action
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should be delayed until understanding has caught up with emotion. Sometimes the
appropriate response is to speak; sometimes it is to listen. Sometimes emotion needs to
move outward into relationship; sometimes it needs to move inward so that its
significance can be understood.

This is why emotional maturity is better understood as dynamic equilibrium than as
emotional calm.

The mature emotional system is selectively permeable rather than indiscriminately
porous. It allows feeling to enter consciousness and, when appropriate, to move
outward into behavior and relationship. But it also possesses boundaries capable of
preventing every passing emotional impulse from becoming action.

Permeability is therefore not simply a matter of being emotionally open. It is the
regulated capacity to determine what enters, what leaves, what must be held, and what
can safely be expressed.

The homeostat performs this regulatory function. It helps preserve the coherence of
memory and identity while allowing experience to remain emotionally alive. It protects
relationships both from emotional flooding and from emotional starvation.

8. Developmental disruption and the failure of
regulation

This balance is not equally available to everyone. Trauma, neglect, and developmental
disruption can interfere with the formation of effective emotional regulation. When this
happens, the relationship between Yang and Yin can become unstable.

A person may oscillate between emotional flooding and emotional numbness: intense
expression followed by withdrawal, impulsive action followed by rigid containment.
Alternatively, one pole may become chronically dominant. Yang may repeatedly
overwhelm the capacity for reflection, or Yin may suppress the expression of feeling
almost completely.

The important point is that such patterns are not merely isolated psychological events. A
person is a holon, and every holon exists within a larger holarchy. Emotional
dysregulation therefore enters relationships, families, communities, and institutions
through communication and interaction.

An imbalance in one part of a system can consequently alter the conditions experienced
by other parts.



9. From the individual to the holarchy

Koestler [5] writes, "From the psychological point of view, the self-asserting emotions,
derived from emergency reactions, involve a narrowing of consciousness; the
participatory emotions an expansion of consciousness by identificatory processes of
various kinds." Moreover, Koestler [6] anticipated this extension of emotional regulation
beyond the individual. He argued that the Janus phenomenon, the polarity between self-
assertive and integrative tendencies, is present "on every level of every type of
hierarchic organization" and explicitly identified "individuals, families, tribes, nations" as
social holons. The Yang-Yin polarity may therefore be interpreted as an emotional
manifestation of the same Janus principle acting within and across levels of a holarchy.

Within a family, one person may become the principal emotional expresser while
another assumes the role of the restraining or interpreting member. Within a community,
some people may provide passionate advocacy and action while others contribute
deliberation and integration. Within a culture, some institutions may emphasize
spontaneity, ritual, passion, and collective expression, while others emphasize law,
order, analysis, and restraint.

Neither side is inherently superior.

A functioning whole requires both. Action needs understanding, but understanding also
needs the information supplied by lived experience. Expression can reveal what
reflection alone cannot discover, while reflection can prevent expression from becoming
destructive.

When the two are mutually supportive, the larger system becomes more resilient. When
either dominates, characteristic pathologies emerge. Collective life can become
hysterical or apathetic, institutions can become either chaotic or rigid, and collective
memory can become increasingly mythologized or, conversely, stripped of emotional
significance altogether.

The same regulatory problem that exists within an individual can therefore appear within

a family, a community, or a culture. The scale changes, but the underlying relationship
remains recognizable.

10. Coherent intensity

The deepest lesson of the Yang-Yin model is that emotional health does not require us
to become less feeling. Nor does it require us to retreat into detached rationality.

What it requires is a more coherent relationship between feeling and reflection.



Yang gives emotion the power to move, connect, create, and transform. Yin gives it the
capacity to be understood, integrated, and contained. The homeostatic function is to
preserve their relationship—not by freezing it into equilibrium, but by allowing the
system to move continually between them without losing coherence.

This also explains why emotional maturity is not merely a private achievement. Every
person participates in relationships and larger systems. How we regulate our own
emotional life affects those around us, just as their emotional regulation affects us. The
emotional condition of the larger holarchy is therefore partly constituted by the
regulatory capacities of its constituent holons.

The aim, then, is not emotional blandness. It is something more demanding: coherent
intensity.

Coherent intensity is feeling that remains deep without becoming engulfing; expression
that remains authentic without becoming indiscriminate; reflection that remains
penetrating without becoming emotionally sterile. It allows us to experience emotion
fully while retaining enough distance to question the interpretations that emotion may
generate.

Jung [7] explains, "The union of opposites on a higher level of consciousness is not a
rational thing, nor is it a thing of will, but is a process of psychic development expressing
itself in symbols." In this sense, Yang and Yin are not forces that must defeat one
another. They are complementary movements within a living system. One carries
feeling into the world; the other gathers feeling inward so that it can become intelligible.
One provides movement; the other provides form, in a higher-order integration of
emotional expression and emotional reflection.

The work of emotional life is therefore not to silence either one, but to cultivate their
conversation—to allow Yang and Yin to regulate one another within each holon and,
through the relationships among holons, across the larger living holarchy.
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