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Dear editor,

It is a common practice in medical schools to use

metaphors to describe complicated functions.

When explaining the functions of the sympathetic

nervous system, the term “fight or flight” is

commonly used. Even the standard textbooks
used for neuroanatomy document this phrase
when explaining the sympathetic nervous system

s Considering the structure of the sympathetic

nervous system, this description appears to be

incorrect!

1. Tofight or flight depending on the situation is
a voluntary action and every voluntary action
must begin from the cerebral cortex. The
higher control of autonomic nervous system
is hypothalamus, but not cerebral cortex.

2. Autonomic nervous system is a subdivision
of the motor system and hence, it cannot
comprehend the sensory information to take
a decision.

3. Autonomic actions are slow processes, thus
contradicting the fight or flight theory, which
should be a quick action.

4. Anatomically, the sympathetic neurons are
thin, which explains the action of autonomic
nervous system to be a slow process.

5. Post ganglionic sympathetic neurons do not
innervate skeletal muscles.

6. Sympathetic fibers run with the somatic
fibers and hence, their action is completely

dependent on somatic fibers. It is the
somatic nervous system which decides to
“fight or flight” a situation.

Based on the above facts, it is not for the
sympathetic nervous system to make the
decision between fight or flight in any given
situation, rather its role is assisting the
execution of either one of the responses.
The autonomic nervous system is designed
to save life by maintaining the homeostasis
of the body and not for fight or flight.
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