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Most people, when a finger hurts, look first to the joint or the tendon. 

Because a swollen knuckle or a catching tendon is something you can see, assuming the cause sits exactly where the pain does comes naturally.

Yet the finger is only the place where the pain surfaces. 

Its real source frequently sits much higher up, in muscles that lie far from the finger itself. 

None of the force that moves a finger is generated in the finger; it comes from the muscles of the forearm, while the nerve supply that drives the hand originates further away still, up at the neck. 

At the far end of this long chain is where the finger sits.

For that reason, treating the finger by itself tends to bring relief that lasts only briefly. Working the spot where the result shows up will ease the immediate discomfort. 

The muscle truly behind the problem, however, goes untouched, and before long the pain comes back to the very same place. 

It is because of this that finger pain is experienced by so many people as something that improves and then returns.

Finger pain is not treated in this book as a problem shut inside the finger. 

Its starting premise is that the place where pain surfaces and the place producing it can be two separate locations, and from there it works through the muscles that actually generate finger pain, one at a time. 

Once the reason a given muscle refers pain down to the finger is clear, along with the mechanism behind why that pain appears and keeps returning, a way to check and manage it on your own follows of its own accord.

When the cause is understood, finger pain becomes something you can resolve yourself. What this book sets out to do is look past the fingertip to what lies above it.
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​​​Part 1. How the Hand Works and Where Finger Pain Comes From
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​​​Chapter 1. How the Function of the Hand Is Built


[image: ]


Why the hand matters

Our days are carried out through the hands.

Eating, writing, fastening buttons, turning a key, picking things up.

The hand is behind every one of them.

Let hand function slip and there is no corner of daily life that stays comfortable.

What makes this hard is that pain is the hand's only way of speaking up.

While no discomfort registers in the joints or tendons, the hand stays invisible to us, because the brain has already made its movement automatic.

Reaching for chopsticks or working a button, no one stops to consider which muscle is doing the contracting.

So the precision built into the hand tends to go unnoticed until injury or pain forces the issue.

No organ do we lean on more, and none do we look after less.

The thumb determines hand function

Everything the hand does is organized around the thumb.

That is a matter of structure, not a turn of phrase.

The remaining four fingers line up parallel to one another.

The thumb alone is mounted opposite them, turned to face the rest.

Remove that opposition and grip becomes impossible for the hand.

The opponens pollicis is the muscle that puts the opposition into effect.

Rotating the thumb inward across the palm, it brings the thumb around to face the index and middle fingers.

Let this muscle do its work and precision follows: chopsticks and spoons, a pen held steady, buttons, a needle and thread.

Let the opponens pollicis shorten or lose strength and the angle of opposition closes down.

Raw crushing power may survive in such a hand, yet fine handling goes first.

Which is why, as hand function starts to give, precision fails ahead of grip strength.

Five fingers move as one

No single finger's movement is enough to keep the hand working properly.

Side by side, the flexor tendons of the fingers travel as a group beneath the flexor retinaculum at the wrist.

That closeness of anatomy is what allows a stiff or swollen tendon in one finger to blunt the movement of its neighbours.

It also explains how a single failing finger pulls down the performance of the entire hand.
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Five separate tools is not a fair description of the fingers.

Sharing one passage, they operate as a single coordinated system.

Hold that coordination and precise work stays within reach.

Muscle creates hand function

Bone is not what moves the hand.

The mover is muscle.

Bones and joints supply nothing but the channel along which the result of movement travels.

Contraction and relaxation of muscle is where the force itself is born.

Unless muscle length shifts normally, hand function cannot hold.
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One distinction deserves attention here.

A muscle locked short and a muscle locked long give rise to two different kinds of pain.

Held short, a muscle drags on the joint without letting up, and out of that comes friction and compressive pain.

Held long, a stiffened muscle cannot pass force along cleanly, so instability creeps in and neighbouring muscles are left carrying the overload.

So when the cause of finger pain is being traced, the opening question is which of those two states the muscle occupies: locked short, or stiff and slack.

The wrist and forearm build hand function

Healthy fingers on their own will not add up to a healthy hand.

The bulk of the muscles that drive the fingers lie in the forearm, not the hand, tied to the fingers by long tendons that ride across the wrist.

Somewhere above the wrist, close to the elbow, is where the belly of the muscle behind your fingertip actually sits.

Stable wrists are a precondition for normal finger movement, and the reason is purely mechanical: the wrist fixes the angle of the corridor those tendons must run through.

Clean pronation and supination count for the same reason.

Rotate the forearm and the route the tendons take rotates with it.

Should forearm rotation seize up, finger tendon movement is held back even with a perfectly sound wrist.

This is the structural argument for refusing to hunt inside the finger for the cause of finger pain.

The forearm holds the origin.

The finger simply puts the result on display.

Hand function is connected to the brain
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A decline in hand function does not leave the brain untouched.

Once the hand can no longer be used normally, its repertoire of movement narrows by degrees, and the brain quietly demotes the circuits for whatever it has stopped calling on.

Stay with the same handful of motions and unfamiliar ones grow harder by the month.

Keep the range of movement wide and hand function is carried along with it.

Repetitive use lowers hand function

Heavier use of the hand is not better use of it.

Repeating one motion means the same muscles are summoned again and again while everything else idles.

Whoever spends the working day on a single hand motion piles overload into a narrow set of muscles.

Let that overuse run on and the muscle sets in a shortened position while repeated friction thickens the tendon.

Trigger finger and its relatives begin exactly there, with a thickened tendon snagging as it works through a narrow tunnel.

Pain is a late arrival, showing up once friction between tendon and tunnel has pushed past a threshold.

Hand function is completed by grip

How hard the hand can squeeze is not the whole of hand function.

Gripping, extending, holding, and releasing have to hold each other in balance.

Let one of the four fall away and the remaining three absorb its workload.

Weaken extension, to take the common case, and the flexors gain the upper hand while the fingers begin setting into a bent position.

A good grip, then, is not a matter of crushing force.

It is a sign that gripping and extending are still holding each other in check.

Keeping hand function for the long run means drawing on a wide range of hand movements and giving the muscles you have worked the time to come back fully.
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​​​Chapter 2. Finger Pain Does Not Begin in the Finger
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Where it hurts and where it comes from are two different places

Let a finger hurt and the finger is what draws every eye.

Yet the finger joint owns no force-generating muscle of its own.

Most of what drives the fingers sits in the forearm rather than the hand, reaching the fingertips through long tendons slung across the wrist.

The pain may declare itself in the finger, but the tension behind it generally sets out from somewhere well upstream.

Out of this comes the principle that carries through every chapter here.

What hurts is the result.

What caused it lies further up.

The opening question in any case of finger pain is not where the pain sits but where the force behind it is generated.

The direction of pain points to the location of the cause
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Hurt on straightening the finger and the likeliest source is the back of the hand, among the extensors of the dorsal forearm.

Hurt on bending, or feel the palm side draw tight, and the inner forearm muscles are the ones to question.

Feel a sharp stab running down the side of the finger and attention belongs on the small intrinsic muscles of the hand.

Find numbness or coldness folded in and the search has to widen to the wrist, the elbow, and up as far as the front of the neck.

One and the same finger pain will point you toward completely different muscles depending on whether flexion or extension provokes it.

Pass over
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