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PREFACE
My Personal Journey to Chakra Healing Therapy
At its heart, the journey of each life is a pilgrimage through unforeseen sacred places that enlarge and enrich the soul.
JOHN O’DONOHUE
It was the fall of 1979 and I was visiting California, having been fortunate enough to receive a small arts council grant enabling me to explore women’s theater in the States. I had just left the fringe theater group that I had toured with for eight years in the UK. I felt burned out. I had decided to change careers and planned, upon returning from the United States, to train as a teacher of the Alexander Technique with Don Burton, who was a wonderful trainer. I loved this body-oriented work, having had lessons for several years that had helped me overcome a recurring problem of sciatica.
In San Francisco, the New Age movement was burgeoning, well ahead of developments in the UK. I was staying with a friend of a friend, who encouraged me to have a psychic reading, which felt a bit like taking a trip to the moon, inexperienced as I was in anything New Age. But I was curious and went along, introducing myself as someone with no experience in psychism and a certain amount of skepticism. I can remember only one thing about the reading: As she began to look at my aura and chakras, the psychic told me that, much to her surprise, considering my skepticism, she could “see” that I was extremely psychic. She told me that because I had no idea of this ability, it had become a liability. I was vulnerable to picking up negative energy from people and places, which was making me ill, and she advised me to train in psychic development so that I could learn how to protect myself.
Several pinches of salt later, I returned to the UK and began my teacher training. The Alexander Technique is a method of retraining ourselves in everyday movements of life, such as sitting, standing, and walking, in a way that promotes health and efficiency. It also helps improve the highly specific movements of specialists such as athletes, musicians, dentists, hairdressers, and many more, for whom habitual and repetitive movements can cause problems.
Frederick Matthias Alexander (1869–1955) was born in Tasmania and as a young man began a promising career as an actor until he suffered from voice problems, especially on stage where he became hoarse while reciting. He sought medical advice but no doctor was able to explain or cure his problems so he decided he must be doing something wrong, misusing his vocal organs in some way. This led to many years of exploring the tension patterns throughout his body, and discovering how they can be triggered by habitual reactions to everyday stimuli, such as the thought of reciting. He cured his own vocal problems and his general health, and began teaching his discoveries, first in Australia and later in England and the United States. His method became known as the Alexander Technique. In 1931, after teaching for more than thirty-five years, he began a three-year teacher training course and continued to train teachers of the Alexander Technique until his death at the age of eighty-six.
His method involves teaching movement principles and hands-on bodywork. Students are shown ways to think about their movement and balance that improve coordination and ease. In addition, teachers of the technique work very sensitively with their hands on the body, both during movement and while a student is lying at rest on a therapy table. This work brings about release and balance in the musculature, giving students the experience of a different way of being and moving. Alexander Technique teachers are both teachers and hands-on practitioners working directly on the body.
Practitioners who work with touch know how impossible it is to separate the mind from the body. We constantly experience the effect that muscular release has upon the mind, generating feelings, thoughts, and memories for our clients. Alexander Technique trainee teachers receive a huge amount of gentle, releasing hands-on bodywork, while simultaneously working consciously with the way they think about their balance and movement. This includes mindful awareness and intentional directions to the body. They use themselves as a laboratory, applying the principles of the Alexander Technique to themselves before working with other people. As a result, a trainee emerges from this full-time training, which generally lasts three years, significantly changed in mind and body. In fact, during my training, I began to realize that I was having psychic experiences. I began seeing auras around people and picking up the thoughts and feelings of others. Some of these experiences were pleasant, but some were quite disturbing, and I was reminded of the words of the Californian psychic. I decided to take her advice and undertake some training so that I could have a better understanding and control of these paranormal experiences.
So, alongside my training in the Alexander Technique, I trained in psychic development with Ivy Northage in England, learning to see auras more clearly and to protect myself from the negative energies of other people. I also began to learn about the chakras, centers of energy and consciousness located in the spine and head, and how to open and close them at the psychic level.
On one occasion during my Alexander Technique training, we were honored by the visit of a Tibetan lama, one of the most respected monks and teachers of Tibetan Buddhism in the UK. He watched the work we were doing in our training course and described it as “High Tantra.” This was praise indeed, as it suggested that this bodywork was comparable to the ancient spiritual purification practices of Tantric yoga. Many teachers of the Alexander Technique will say that their training opened them to a spiritual awakening. This certainly was the case for me.
Toward the end of my training, I visited San Francisco again. I was keen to make contact with the Californian psychic reader in order to find out from her where I could learn more about the psychic training she had received. She put me in touch with her teacher, Michael Symonds, who very generously invited me to spend a week training with him. That week sowed the seeds of this book and changed the direction of my life.
Michael taught that the chakras embody a model of consciousness that involves the whole body and extends beyond the body into the aura. He was a gifted clairvoyant who could “see” that each chakra had three subtle levels of depth: the psychological, the psychic, and the spiritual (and I have added the non-subtle physical level of the body in this book). He was particularly interested in the psychological level, and he often collaborated with psychotherapists who would send him clients for a reading, especially clients who were having trouble recalling events from their childhood. Michael would evaluate the chakras and then discuss what he saw in the programming of each chakra, and what in the early life of the client could have created this programming. His prompts would open up memories for clients that they could take back to their therapist for further consideration.
In the short week that I studied with him, I learned how to give chakra readings using Michael’s map of the psyche. He invited volunteers, often graduates of his training, to join us so that I could give them a reading. Because I had been training in psychic development for over a year, I was a quick learner. When I returned to the UK to finish my training in the Alexander Technique, I offered a few chakra readings to fellow students and friends and was astonished at how useful they found them. But my main focus was to become a teacher of the Alexander Technique, which I loved. I wanted to offer the hands-on skills that I had learned to as many people as possible, and I found the work very rewarding. I was helping people learn how to use their bodies well, to overcome back pain and other physical problems, and to become more in touch with their bodies as they became mindful of how they were using themselves. This approach generally promoted health and happiness.
But sometimes I found that the changes my students experienced went deeper than the purely physical level. Muscular releases might cause a person to cry or have some other emotional release, or it might help them get in touch with a deep memory that needed consideration and healing. Wilhelm Reich, a psychotherapist and student of Sigmund Freud, described the muscular tightening patterns of the body as “body armor.” As these muscular patterns release with hands-on work, the emotional armor that they support breaks down. I found that my Alexander Technique training did not address these psychological phenomena adequately, but if I looked at the issues from the perspective of the chakras, I was able to support my students in understanding and integrating emotions and memories that were arising. I began to offer my students chakra work when it seemed appropriate to the way they were responding to my hands-on work. Because the chakras are located physically in the body as well as in the subtle planes, I found that I could continue working with my hands while also addressing the psychological issues that were being raised by the muscular releases. I was able to tell my students which chakras were flowing well and which needed energetic and therapeutic support. Sometimes I would work silently, and at other times my student and I would talk about the psychological issues associated with a particular chakra, while at the same time I would give energetic healing to the chakra with my hands. This work complemented my Alexander Technique work beautifully.
It seemed to me that the chakra work was building bridges between “talk therapy” and “body therapy.” Touch is so fundamental to human life, starting with the earliest stages of life both inside and outside the womb, and healing touch can go to places that talking cannot reach on its own. Not that traditional therapy is not also vital; in fact, when a client needed a lot of therapeutic support, I would advise them to see a counselor or psychotherapist, in conjunction with doing the bodywork with me. I felt so positive about the combination of Alexander Technique work and chakra work that I wrote my first book, The Art of Changing, about it. The first part of that book was a thorough introduction to the Alexander Technique, and the second part was an exploration of related fields, with the largest section about the chakras and the energetic experience of the body.
Sadly, Michael Symonds died of AIDs before my first book was published, but he knew that it had been accepted for publication and that I had acknowledged his contribution. Knowing he was dying, he asked me to send a copy to his parents, which I duly did. I sent it by sea mail, as the cost of sending a heavy item by airmail to the USA was extortionate in those days. But unbelievably, within a week a letter arrived from his parents thanking me for the book! It felt like a minor miracle, and I imagined Michael, up in the ether somewhere, magicking that book over the Atlantic to his family home! Michael introduced me to a very insightful chakra map of the psyche. If I hadn’t spent that week in California with him, my life would have worked out very differently, and this book would not have been written. The seeds he sowed have grown and flourished as I developed his ideas.
The years passed and my chakra work began to take on a life of its own. Now a significant number of my clients were coming to me for work with the chakras, and I began teaching other Alexander Technique teachers how to work with the chakras, and “chakra healing therapy” was born. Working with the chakras as an embodied developmental map of consciousness can help throw light on the multifaceted nature of our individual interior experience. Chakra therapists show their clients how to become aware of the different chakras within the body and their psychological functions, as parts of a multilevel map of the psyche. With this awareness, clients learn how to mentally support healing and integration of different aspects of themselves. This work is combined with hands-on healing of the chakras, which gives clients the experience of a more balanced and integrated system, both mentally and physically, which in time they can maintain for themselves.
Now, having worked with the chakras for more than thirty years, I have a deeper understanding of the chakras. I have often been astonished and very moved by the way in which hands-on work, combined with an understanding of the chakras, can give people insight into their problems, tools for working with them, and the potential for deep inner healing. Their experiences became my research project, and I feel privileged to have had the opportunity to work with them all. This book evolved as a response to the request of many clients and colleagues to collate years of experiential learning and put it into one volume in order to tell the story of the chakras and how we can work with them to support our own personal and spiritual growth.
This book is about the intelligence that speaks through the body, which, as we learn its language, helps us understand ourselves better. I would like to think that it is part of a journey into understanding the human psyche and its relationship to the body. This understanding can enable us to live happier and more fulfilled lives, and I hope that this book can make a small contribution to realizing that vision.

INTRODUCTION
Setting the Stage
The chakras were first described in ancient Hindu teachings, which go back as early as the third millennium BCE (and maybe earlier), and they became a central part of the Tantric spiritual traditions that developed from Hindu philosophy during the second century CE and onward.1 In Hindu theory, the chakras were generally linked with the practice of yoga, a system of physio-psycho-spiritual development designed to enable a person to move into higher states of consciousness. Yoga is a Sanskrit word meaning “to yoke” or “to unite,” and traditionally it is seen as the process of yoking the earthbound self to its divine nature, thus spiritualizing the whole self. It involves meditation and many other spiritual practices in addition to the postural exercises that are popular in the West.
The word chakra is also Sanskrit, meaning “wheel,” “disk,” or any arrangement in circular form or organization, and this circular form is how chakras appear to clairvoyants who are able to see the subtle energetic structures interpenetrating the physical body. There are many schools of Tantric yoga, with a huge variety of very detailed practices.2 In most of these traditions, each chakra is represented by a mystical diagram called a yantra, which is a geometric illustration used for meditation. Each chakra yantra has a seed sound connected with it. Yogic spiritual practices included visualizing the yantra in its location on the spine while intoning the seed sound, in order to enhance the energy of the associated chakra and support transformation. This book features an illustration of a simple chakra yantra linked to the relevant chakra at the beginning of each chapter, a diagram of each chakra yantra placed on the body in the “Physical Level” section of the chapter, and a full-color illustration of all the chakra yantras on the body in the color insert (see plate 1).
These Eastern ideas began to be introduced into the West during the late nineteenth century. Helena Blavatsky, who cofounded the Theosophical Society in 1875, wrote widely on Eastern philosophy.3 In 1919, Sir John Woodroffe, under the pen name Arthur Avalon, wrote The Serpent Power, the first English translation and commentary on some of the Tantric texts on yoga and the chakras, and from these beginnings the Western esoteric tradition of the chakras was born. Other theosophists, including Charles W. Leadbeater, Alice Bailey, and Rudolf Steiner, wrote about the chakras in their work, and Carl Jung introduced a psychoanalytic perspective on them.4 Hindu teachers began coming to the West to share their spiritual wisdom, and as a result yoga teaching became widespread and popular in America and Europe, and the chakras became part of the New Age culture blossoming in the 1960s.
In this modern esoteric tradition, the chakras are understood to be subtle energy centers located in the body that connect the physical, psychological, and spiritual aspects of our being. To explore this concept, consider that Einstein proved that matter converts into energy with the famous E = mc2 formula. In addition, quantum physics points to the possibility that consciousness influences matter and is itself a form of energy. Following from these two theories, we can propose that mind and matter are both forms of energy, and in this way the concept of the chakras as invisible psychoenergetic centers becomes more viable.
Some Hindu specialists argue that the chakras were never seen as centers of energy or consciousness and that in the original Tantric concept of them, they were simply vehicles for meditation. But the Sanskrit scriptures refer to them as divine energies of consciousness, and the names given to the chakras in these texts strongly suggest that those early authors did perceive a conscious element in each chakra, with yantra meditations devised to influence the energy and consciousness of each chakra and the area of the body it governed.5
There are many different systems of chakras, both in Hindu writings and in the West, with different numbers of major chakras in addition to numerous minor chakras. I shall be writing about a system of seven major chakras and will include the minor chakras at the centers of the hands and feet, which is the system best known in the West.
The Energy Structure of the Chakra System
In the womb and at birth, a baby has one simple curve in the spine from the head to the tail, which we call the primary curve. Then, as the baby learns to support her own head and to sit up, secondary curves in the neck and the lower back develop (see figures). The secondary curves add strength and elasticity to the spine. The major chakras are located at the turning points or nodes of the primary and secondary curves, as though they created those changes of direction in the spine, like the wheels of a pulley.
Leadbeater showed correspondences between the chakras and nerve plexuses, or junctions where spinal nerves are bundled for efficient distribution to various parts of the body, and this concept has been adopted by the Western esoteric tradition.6 It helps explain the different types of sensory information that we receive in different areas of the body and informs much of our understanding of the chakras. For example, we feel sexual desires in the lower abdomen and pelvic area (corresponding to the Base and Sacral Chakras); when we feel anxious, we sometimes get “butterflies” in the stomach (Solar Plexus Chakra); when we feel filled with love for someone or something, we tend to experience expansion across the chest (Heart Chakra). Recognizing that different sensations, emotions, and thoughts arise in different areas of the body can become a valuable tool in understanding the consciousness of the body and developing our self-awareness.
The Base Chakra is located at the bottom of the primary curve of the spine, at the tip of the coccyx. It is linked to the coccygeal plexus.
The Sacral Chakra is positioned in the sacrum (S1), at the first of the five fused sacral bones, which is the point where the primary curve turns into the secondary curve of the lumbar spine. It is linked to the sacral plexus.
The Solar Plexus Chakra is positioned at the place where the lumbar curve changes into the primary curve of the thoracic spine (T12/L1). It is linked to the solar plexus.
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Fig. I.1. Primary curve of a baby’s spine
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Fig. I.2. Adult spine with primary and secondary curves, chakras, and nerve plexuses
The Heart Chakra is found where the primary curve reaches its outermost point on the thoracic spine, at the node of the curve (T6/7). It is linked to the pulmonary and cardiac plexus.
The Throat Chakra is at another turning point, where the primary thoracic curve turns into the secondary cervical curve of the neck (C7/T1). It is linked to the pharyngeal plexus.
The Eye Chakra is at the top of the spine at the atlanto-occipital joint (C1). It is linked to the carotid plexus.
The Crown Chakra is located at the pineal gland at the center of the skull. It is the only major chakra not located on the spine.
In addition to the seven major chakras, there are minor chakras at the hands and feet. The chakras of the feet are receivers of earth energy and part of our energetic grounding mechanisms. The chakras of the hands receive information from the outside world and transmit the combined experience of our total chakra system. They can also channel spiritual healing energy.
Together, the chakras are the foundation of the body’s energetic structure. For chakra healing therapy, three aspects of this energetic structure are key: the aura, the nadis (energy channels), and kundalini and pranic energy flows.
The Aura
In the Western esoteric tradition, the physical body is understood to be penetrated and surrounded by an energy field, the aura, which we now know includes a measurable electromagnetic field extending about three feet from the body.7 Each chakra is itself an energy center with an energy field surrounding it. Together, the energy fields of the chakras form the aura. At the subtlest level, the aura merges with the invisible field of spiritual energy and consciousness, sometimes called the universal energy field or the Ground of All Being, that permeates all of creation.
The chakras are each associated with a particular color, from red at the Base Chakra through to violet at the Crown Chakra (see the table). During meditation, especially with their eyes closed, some people see colors arising. These colors can indicate that subtle energies are moving through the chakras. For example, green arising suggests that the Heart Chakra is flowing more strongly or healing in some way; blue arising indicates that the Throat Chakra is becoming more energized; orange suggests that the Sacral Chakra is activated.
In a guided meditation, visualizing a rainbow of colors flowing out of the chakras can be rejuvenating, helping to nourish and energize each of the chakras (see plate 2). However, the rainbow image is not how most clairvoyants would see the auric field around a person. When people learn to see auras, at first they usually see a white glow around the body, and with practice they can then begin to discern subtle pastel colors expanding outward from the body (see plate 3). Some skilled clairvoyants can see detailed shapes and messages in the aura and interpret these different shades and shapes when they give psychic readings.
Scientific studies have correlated information from clairvoyants who can see the energy fields of the chakras and aura with readings from biofeedback sensors on research subjects to measure data such as electrodermal activity and temperature. This has led to the creation of hardware and software programs that can give out a detailed reading on the chakras based on biofeedback data. These readings have proved to be reliable indicators of a person’s physical and psychological state, as understood through the chakras.
Nadis: Ida, Pingala, and Sushumna
Any flowing current in the body is a nadi (Sanskrit for “stream of moving water”), and traditional Hindu texts speak of thousands of nadis flowing through the body. Some nadis are equated with nerves, muscles, arteries, and veins, while others are channels of subtler energy flows, such as acupuncture meridians.
The chakras control the reception and transmission of a vital life force, called prana, that flows as a complex system of subtle energy currents in the body. For our study, we explore three major nadis in this pranic system: Ida, Pingala, and Sushumna. Sushumna, the central nadi of subtle energy, flows from the Base Chakra through the spinal column and into the head, terminating in the Crown Chakra. All the chakras are connected to Sushumna, which enables them to function as a united energy system. The Ida nadi, traditionally known as the Lunar feminine channel, runs from the Base Chakra up the left side of the body to the Eye Chakra, or in some systems to the left nostril. The Pingala nadi, or the Solar masculine channel, runs from the Base Chakra up the right side of the body to the Eye Chakra or the right nostril.
In some Western pictorial representations, Ida and Pingala weave in and out of the chakras, and in others they don’t (see fig. I.5). These differences are understandable when we remember that these subtle channels actually represent a much more complex system of currents, as shown in figure I.3, in which Ida is the left side of the system and Pingala is the right side.8 For our purposes, we will use the simple concept of left and right channels, as this is an easier model to work with when considering the left and right sides of the body.
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Fig. I.3. Tibetan representation of nadis
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Fig. I.4. System of chakras and nadis, Kangra, Himachal Pradesh, India, circa 1820 (see plate 4 for a color depiction of this image)
Photo: John Webb from Tantra: The Indian Cult of Ecstasy by Philip Rawson (Thames & Hudson, 1973).
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Fig. I.5. Different ways of showing the nadis: from simple left and right channels to those that weave in and out of the chakras
Kundalini and Prana
Kundalini is the pure creative energy of the universe, the spiritual energy that triggers the formation of each human being, activating the pranic energy system that controls the life systems of each individual.
In Tantric mythology, Kundalini Shakti, meaning “coiled energy,” is depicted as the sleeping goddess Shakti, coiled as a snake, in the Base Chakra. Shakti represents the divine feminine creative energy of the universe. She is the consort of Shiva, the divine masculine formless energy. She has separated tiny fractions of herself to create the universe, including each individual being, and she longs to reunite with Shiva. Depending on the mythological source, either in the womb or at birth, with the first breath, Kundalini Shakti enters the Crown Chakra and travels down through the Sushumna nadi to the Base Chakra. There she coils herself three and a half times, lying as a dormant snake, maintaining the energy field of the individual until that person is reawakened through spiritual practices, or until the person dies and the kundalini energy returns to its source. When Kundalini Shakti is activated in a living person, she rises up through the chakras to meet her beloved Shiva in the Crown Chakra. When Shiva and Shakti are reunited and become one, the person experiences nondual consciousness.9
Prana is the active life force energy of each human being, and it is responsible for all of our physiological and psychological functions. It is equivalent to chi or ki in the teachings of traditional Chinese medicine. Prana is sometimes equated with the breath, and many yogic practices work with the breath as a way of enhancing the flow of prana through the nadis of the body. Breathing through the left nostril stimulates the Lunar Ida nadi and through the right nostril, the Solar Pingala nadi. When pranic energy flows freely through the nadis and the chakras, we experience a sense of physical and psychological well-being and have the potential for spiritual growth.
In Tantric yoga, the mind and body are seen as a microcosm of the universe, and nondual consciousness is described as the process by which, through working on the whole person, self and universe become one. The path to enlightenment is the process of awakening the dormant kundalini energy, which then flows out from its coiled resting state in the Base Chakra, moving through the central Sushumna nadi, purifying and activating each chakra in turn, and finally entering the Crown Chakra, bringing liberation and enlightenment to the aspirant.
Some modern theorists argue that kundalini and prana are the same energy, so working to increase the balance and flow of prana in the mind and body is a process of awakening kundalini.10 Others would say that prana is a denser subtle energy and kundalini a more refined spiritual energy. However, all theorists seem to agree that working to create an optimum pranic system allows kundalini to rise through the chakras as a positive and enriching experience. In a person whose energetic system is less balanced, distressing experiences may accompany the rise of kundalini energy.11 For this reason, Tantric scriptures advise that their intense spiritual practices should be carried out only with the guidance of a teacher.
This book does not deal with detailed Tantric practices. It is an exploration of the embodied mind or the ensouled body, working with the chakras as psychoenergetic centers. Chakra healing therapy simply encourages a more balanced flow of prana throughout the mind and body, allowing self-awareness, healing, and the potential for personal and spiritual development.

Levels of Effect in the Chakra System
Each chakra has influence on various levels of our being. In the following chapters, where we explore the chakras one by one, we will examine four levels in depth: the physical, the psychological, the psychic, and the spiritual.
Physical Level
Here we consider the physical location of each chakra (see figure I.2), as well as any findings of scientific research relating to areas of the body linked to each chakra.
All the chakras work at the physical level during embryological development, possibly acting as a blueprint for that development. As we’ve discussed, the chakras are located at turning points in the curve of the spine, and their locations correspond with those of various nerve plexuses. The chakras have also been correlated with different endocrine glands. Problems in the flow of energy in a particular chakra can produce physical problems in that area of the body or the related endocrine gland. Note, however, that there is some disagreement about the correlations between chakras and endocrine glands. In particular, our understanding of the endocrine system is still developing; in recent years, for example, scientists have classified the heart as an endocrine gland and ascribed endocrine function to the enteric nervous system embedded in the digestive tract, which is known to produce a variety of hormones.
Many modern writers list a huge number of physical correlations for each chakra, including such things as precious stones, metals, and Tarot suits.12 These correspondences have been developed as part of the modern esoteric tradition, but I will not be exploring them in any detail. Our interest in the chakras lies in their function as embodied centers of consciousness, and the table below delineates the specific physical correlations that have relevance for that study, including some of the correlations from Woodroffe’s translation of the original Sanskrit texts. In the column showing endocrine glands, you will find the correlations that I use and also, in parentheses, the alternative.13 I will explain the reasons for my views in the chapters on the individual chakras.
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Fig. I.6. Endocrine glands linked to the chakras
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Psychological Level
Each part of the body holds the memory of its own experience. Your body is, in essence, a crowd of different members who work in harmony to make your belonging in the world possible.
JOHN O’DONOHUE, ANAM 
CARA
A large part of this book is devoted to the manner in which the chakras work at the psychological level, as this has proved to have the most value in my work as a chakra therapist. As the concept of the chakras has become more accepted in our culture through the success of yoga teaching, they have become understood through popular keywords and phrases that express psychological qualities, such as survival for the Base Chakra, or love for the Heart Chakra. These keywords are useful for identifying essential qualities of each chakra, but at a deeper level, our chakras are programmed by our experiences, good and bad, and can differ enormously from person to person.
THE LOWER CHAKRAS
The three lower chakras carry the imprints of our early life experiences. From our conception through our infancy, the Base Chakra is dominant and becomes programmed by the experiences of that stage of life. During childhood, the Sacral Chakra becomes dominant and is programmed. During puberty and adolescence, the Solar Plexus Chakra becomes dominant and is programmed.
The three lower chakras are programmed during the stages of life when we receive our greatest gifts and our greatest wounding. As we develop and mature, that programming affects the growth and development of the upper chakras, which in turn guides the manifestation of our individual multifaceted personality.
 
Karma
The programming of each lower chakra through the experiences of each stage of life is critical in understanding the developing psyche, but that is not to say that the psyche is a blank slate at birth or that the adult human being is purely the product of early experience and conditioning. We know that every human being arrives in this world with a unique stamp of individuality. We are a product of nature and nurture, as the common phrasing goes.
Hindu philosophy explains the “nature” side of our personality (and also some of the events we might confront in a lifetime) using the concept of karma. Karma means “actions,” and the theory of karma suggests that all the deeds of our lives, including our thoughts, words, and actions, are put in the pot of our karma, creating an energetic thrust that is returned to us in some way during our life or in some future lifetime. It is a spiritual version of the law of cause and effect. Past actions and thoughts leave residues that influence future circumstances and our response to them.
However, we cannot use karma as the explanation for any bad event in our lives. That mind-set can lead to complacency, lack of compassion, and stagnancy. It’s true that karma can throw obstacles in our path. Alternatively, from the perspective of the Hindu belief in reincarnation, it could be that our higher self, in preparing for this lifetime, chose to take on some difficult challenges that, in effect, would develop good karma.
Our lives can be seen as a journey of personal and spiritual development in which we are growing our souls and our ability for love, compassion, wisdom, creativity, and other virtues. If we understand that happiness can result from our good thoughts, words, and deeds, and that our difficulties are here for us to learn from, then we put our lives in a framework of meaning that helps us when the going gets rough and allows us to be compassionate when we see others struggling with their lot.
The karma we bring into each life is stored deep in the spiritual level of the Sacral Chakra. As kundalini rises up through the chakras, it burns away this karma on its journey to the Crown Chakra and enlightenment.
 
THE HEART CHAKRA AND THE UPPER CHAKRAS
We begin our journey through the chakras with the lower chakras, through which the individual ego is constructed, and we end with the upper chakras, which have the ability to express our highest potential. The upper chakras are not connected to a stage of life in the way the lower ones are. At the psychological level, the upper chakras reflect and express the qualities of the lower ones. For example, a difficult childhood will affect the way we express ourselves (Throat Chakra) and the way we view the world (Eye Chakra).
The Heart Chakra is the game changer. Human beings have the potential for self-healing and redemption, and this life task begins with the Heart Chakra. The upper chakras reflect the programming of the lower chakras until such time that the central chakra of the system, the Heart Chakra, flows strongly, when they can begin to take on deeper inspirational qualities. The more we are able to develop the energy of the Heart Chakra, the more potential we have for healing the lower chakras and for realizing our true selves through the upper chakras. A strongly flowing Heart Chakra has the potential to transform our lives, heal our woundedness, and invite us into the spiritual levels of our being, where great riches lie.
The table on the facing page gives the Sanskrit name for each chakra and its translation into English. I will use these translations to support my exploration into the consciousness of each chakra. I also include some of the popular keywords that many twentieth-century writers have given the chakras. The end column shows the stage of life linked to each chakra.
PSYCHOLOGICAL INTERPRETATION OF THE NADIS
Another important aspect of the chakra map of the psyche is the influence of the nadis. As noted earlier, in traditional Hindu texts Ida is denoted as the left, feminine, Lunar channel and Pingala as the right, masculine, Solar channel. They govern different qualities and different paths of development for each individual. Sushumna is the central channel of balance between the right and left. In Hindu and Tantric practices, Sushumna is the channel that aspirants wish to develop in order to experience higher states of consciousness, bringing the influences of Ida and Pingala into balance.
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An easy way to begin to understand the differences between the two channels is to look at how we physically use the two different sides of our body. People who are right-handed typically use their right hand to initiate activity and the left hand to support that activity. For example, if they need to reach for something on a high shelf using a stepladder, they will reach with their right arm and keep themselves steady on the ladder with their left arm. Consider other activities in life, such as greeting someone with a wave. The initiating side will usually be that of the dominant hand.
In the Tantric texts, the active initiating role was considered masculine, and the supportive relational role was considered feminine. As the majority of people have right hand dominance, the map of the chakras shows the right side as the active masculine channel (Pingala), with the left side as the reflective relational feminine channel (Ida). This understanding was enriched by the cosmic metaphor of Solar and Lunar channels, Solar being the warm, active self-expressive energy and Lunar being the cool, reflective relational energy.
 
Masculine and Feminine
The relationship of masculine and feminine energies to the sun and the moon would have had much greater significance in ancient times, when there was no artificial light. The sun ruled the day and the moon ruled the night, so you worked actively during the day, and during the dark evenings you sat by the fire, or by the light of the moon, and related to your friends and family. It is easy to see why these qualities were considered masculine and feminine in the ancient Hindu texts, which were all written by men in a historical time when women were defined by their relationships to men. Nowadays it is seen as discriminating to differentiate masculine and feminine in these ways, but we do all have a left side and a right side, and we all have an active independent side and a supportive relational side to our personalities that ideally need to be in balance.
 
In Hindu mythology, Shakti, the goddess of manifestation, rises up from the Base Chakra to meet Shiva, the god of formlessness, in the Crown Chakra. Here masculine and feminine are represented vertically through the chakras in the account of our experiential energy (feminine, in the Base Chakra) rising up to meet our inspirational energy (masculine, in the Crown Chakra). With the Ida and Pingala channels, masculine and feminine are represented horizontally through the chakras, balancing the relational and the autonomous aspects of the self (see plate 5). In this book, I shall tend to refer to Ida as the Lunar channel of relationship and Pingala as the Solar channel of autonomy. Similarly, in the vertical plane I will differentiate between experiential (upward) and inspirational (downward) energy flows, avoiding the implications of the gender-specific words as much as possible.
The Solar and Lunar channels of the chakra system have parallels with the Tree of Life in the Judeo-Christian Kabbalah system. This esoteric tradition is extremely complex and open to many different interpretations. The Tree of Life can be seen as a mystical diagram of the universe that has three columns and can be mapped onto the body. It has a masculine and a feminine column, and the path of spiritual development can be seen as one of balance through the central column, creating the sacred marriage of masculine and feminine.14 This is similar to the role of the central nadi, Sushumna, of the chakra system.
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Fig. I.7. The Tree of Life of the Kabbalah system
(Note: I have not included translations of the Hebrew names because each name has several meanings and can be interpreted in very different ways in this complex tradition.)
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Fig. I.8. The caduceus
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Fig. I.9. Adam and Eve
Adam and Eve standing on either side of the Tree of Knowledge, depicted by many artists, can also be seen as representing a masculine, feminine, and central path of knowledge, and the original mystical story that gave rise to the Kabbalah’s Tree of Life.
The caduceus, later adopted as a symbol of medicine, shows the wand of the Greek god Hermes, which he used to balance the antagonistic forces of the two serpents weaving around it. Like the chakra map and the Tree of Life, the caduceus similarly conveys the need to balance opposing tendencies in life and maintain a central path.
The different adaptations each of us can make to the left or right of the central channel adds a further level of complexity to the chakras as a representation of our unique psychology. Very few popular texts on the chakras include more than a brief mention of the left and right channels in the chakra system. However, I consider them important because they enable us to discover significant parallels with modern theories of developmental psychology. We will explore these parallels throughout this book because they suggest a universality in our understanding of human development that stretches back to ancient wisdom traditions and forward to modern developmental theory. Looking at the chakras and the nadis together, as we understand and experience them through the body, brings exciting potential into our thinking about the relationship between mind and body.
 
Dominance and Prominence
All the chakras open at the psychological level during childhood, but as noted earlier, during the various stages of our development, a different lower chakra is dominant. This does not mean that the other chakras are not operating during those stages; we simply see that one of the lower chakras has dominance over the others.
Once we have reached maturity, there are no stages of dominance for the chakras, but each of us will have different levels of power and flow in individual chakras, and it is likely that one or two of our chakras will have more influence than others at the psychological level. I use the term prominent to describe these more influential chakras; in my mind, prominent suggests that although a particular chakra plays a leading role in a person’s psychology, it is not working entirely alone, and it is not dominating a stage of development. I hope this distinction adds clarity.
Some adults will have a prominent Sacral Chakra, others a prominent Solar Plexus Chakra or Heart Chakra, or one of the upper chakras may be prominent. Other chakras may be very strong or very weak, and all these variations contribute to the individual nature of each human being. In addition, each of the chakras may be inclined toward the Solar or Lunar channel or balanced between them, giving each individual a unique map of the psyche.
 
Psychic Level
Human beings have the potential to develop many psychic abilities, but often we—or the people around us—fear and distrust these abilities. Nevertheless, many people will readily admit to some extrasensory experiences that they cannot easily explain rationally: the telephone rings and they know exactly who it is, or they have a precognitive dream or a moment of foresight, when they seem to have accessed the future before its time. The most common psychic experience is awareness of another person’s feelings, but because this can easily be explained away by body language and other nonverbal cues, it is difficult to prove there is a psychic element at work here. Rupert Sheldrake’s research shows that a majority of people can tell when someone is staring at them from behind, validating a level of psychism and also challenging the accepted view that our minds exist only inside our heads.15 There is a great need for research and development in this area, and a need to recognize and integrate the research already done, and yet the scientific culture in the West suffers from taboos and denial around psychic and paranormal abilities.
The psychic level of the chakras is a transitional level sitting between the psychological and the spiritual levels. There are different types of psychic aptitudes connected to each chakra, and it would seem inevitable, from a chakra perspective, that psychic abilities would increase as we journey deeper toward spiritual awakening. In the ancient Hindu traditions, it was understood that disciplined spiritual practice would increase psychic abilities, or siddhis.
At the psychological level, we do not want the flow through the chakras to be closed off, but at the psychic level, being too open can be problematic, allowing us to pick up negative energies without knowing it and causing great distress. Understanding and developing our chakras at the psychic level can be a useful way of controlling our psychic mechanisms; at the psychic level, we can learn to “open” and “close” the chakras.
There is a minor chakra at the center of the sole of each foot and at the center of the palm of each hand. The feet chakras receive energy from the earth. This energy travels up the legs into the Base Chakra, feeding and nourishing it. The hand chakras can both receive information from the outside and give out energy from our energy system. If a person is consciously meditating or healing, the hands can channel energy from the universal field of energy that permeates our world. In this way both feet and hand chakras work at the energetic psychic level, and it is at this level that we shall explore them in this book.
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The preceding table shows the psychic qualities associated with each chakra. It also notes the color associated with each chakra, but note that this is not meant to imply that each chakra emits only one color. The associated color is simply the one best suited for nourishing and healing each chakra when you are working with guided visualization.
Spiritual Level
Spiritual energy flows constantly downward through the Crown Chakra to the Base Chakra, connecting us to the world of spirit, but we cannot be in touch with our spiritual nature until we develop the Heart Chakra deeply. The Heart Chakra is the entry point into the spiritual realm, where we have the potential to function more consciously at the spiritual level of our being.
There are three realms of life in the chakra system (see plate 6). The Base Chakra is our entry point into the earth realm, where we experience life through the physical, psychological, and psychic levels of the chakras. The Heart Chakra is the gateway to the spiritual realm, where we can access the spiritual levels of the chakras, and the Crown Chakra is the gateway to the divine realm, where we have the potential to know ultimate enlightenment.
At the psychological level, the upper chakras are influenced by the qualities of the lower chakras, but when the Heart Chakra is flowing strongly they function at a deep spiritual level. They become centers of inspiration and spiritual guidance rather than simply reflecting the gifts and wounds of the lower chakras.
The Crown Chakra functions unconsciously in most of us throughout our lives, but when the Heart Chakra has developed sufficiently and we are functioning more often at the spiritual level of the chakras, we have the potential to enter the spiritual level of the Crown Chakra, where we become conscious of the deepest divine essence of our being, the ultimate reality that permeates everything. When this happens, we have entered the divine realm.
	CHAKRA	SPIRITUAL LEVELS
	
Crown	
Receives spiritual energy; gateway to the divine realm and enlightenment
	
Eye or Brow	
Inspirational thinking, manifesting intention
	
Throat	
Uncovering the true self, calling
	
Heart	
Witnessing; gateway to the spiritual realm
	
Solar Plexus	
Servant of spirit
	
Sacral	
Holds karmic patterns until healed
	
Base or Root	
Receives energy from the earth; gateway to the earth realm


The Chakras and Developmental Psychology
It is possible to show some interesting parallels between the psychological levels of the chakras and the stages of human development as described by developmental psychologists over the past 150 years. These stages of development are not exactly the same as the stages of life governed by each lower chakra, because as psychologists have demonstrated, one stage of life can include more than one stage of development. By exploring the parallels and differences between the two approaches, we are able to bring together the academic research of modern social science and psychology with the esoteric tradition of the chakras, combining them with the body-centered experiential client-based learning that I have been involved with as a hands-on therapist.
The study of modern psychology began in Europe in the late
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“These correlations were drawn from The Serpent Power by Sir John Woodroffe (New York: Dover Publications,
1974). Woodroffe did not include the Crown Chakra in his tables of properties.






