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			Shiatsu for inner harmony and balance 

			
					Problem: shiatsu is a real science based on ancient medicine which is becoming more and more popular in the West. What is the best way to approach this complex and fascinating art of massage, and understand how it works? To what extent can we use it in our everyday lives? 

					Aims: this guide will help you to understand the basic notions of shiatsu and will allow you to learn how to apply simply pressure techniques on parts of the body to increase your well-being. it will also give you some advice to improve your daily life. 

					FAQs:	Is shiatsu a relaxation or therapeutic treatment? 

	Is shiatsu officially recognised as a medical treatment? 

	Can shiatsu have beneficial effects on psychological problems?

	What is the difference between shiatsu and acupuncture? 

	Where can I find a shiatsu practitioner? 

	How can I become a shiatsu practitioner? 




			

			Shiatsu (literally “finger pressure”, from the Japanese shi – “fingers”, “extremities” – and atsu – “pressure”) is a relaxing and therapeutic massage which originated in Japan. There are several theories regarding the birth of the art of shiatsu. The most common theory is that it is the fusion of the traditional Japanese massage anma – which itself came from the Chinese massage tui na and arrived in Japan in the 11th century – and Western chiropractic. In Japan, shiatsu has been recognised as an official medical treatment since the 1950s, although it only appeared in the West in the 1960s and 1970s. 

			Like acupuncture and moxibustion (a relaxation technique which uses heat to stimulate acupuncture points), shiatsu is based on the principles of traditional Chinese medicine. More specifically, shiatsu uses different pressure, stretching, balance and manipulation techniques to work on the meridians, the channels which circulate energy and link all the body’s organs and functions together. Pressure is applied primarily with the fingers, but also with the elbows, the forearms, the feet or even the knees of the practitioner. 

			Shiatsu acts on the primary systems of the body, both on a physical level as well as on an emotional and mental level. The aim is to help the patient to recover by harmonising and strengthening their body’s natural ability to heal itself. The treatment, which is administered while the patient is fully clothed and lying down on a mattress or a futon, can be beneficial to all ages, whatever the person’s state of health. The patient then experiences a feeling of extreme lightness and profound calm: the body and mind have been rejuvenated. 

			Shiatsu is particularly effective when it comes to sleeping and posture problems, reproductive dysfunctions and migraines, but it can also have beneficial effects on emotional or psychological problems, such as depression or even certain psychoses. 

			
				
					DID YOU KNOW?

					Shiatsu might be even more ancient than we think. Stone needles dating back to 8000 BC were found in China at Neolithic sites, which implies that the principles of energy in traditional Chinese medicine had already been discovered and studied at this time. Consequently, we can suppose that there were treatments using the hands (rudimentary massages) which preceded or even led to the development of this philosophy. 

				

			

		


		
			How does shiatsu work? 

			The basic principles

			Shiatsu is based on a holistic vision which considers that the body and the mind is a whole and works on energy. This energy circulates throughout the body in channels called meridians. These channels have certain points with a particularly high concentration of energy; these are called tsubo, literally “places where energy comes together”. 

			An imbalance in the body’s organs and systems can be detected in the relevant meridians and their tsubo. This imbalance can appear in different forms in the zones of the body which are associated with them, through symptoms like pain, or a change in skin colour or tone of voice, for example. These symptoms represent clear signals that something is wrong with your inner energy, and this problem can become chronic and gradually turn into an illness over time. Through different energising or calming manipulations applied to the meridians, shiatsu helps the person’s vital energy to re-establish the balance of the organs or systems which are having problems. The organism therefore rejuvenates itself completely naturally, and the state of discomfort gets better before finally disappearing. 

			According to traditional holistic approaches, dysfunction of the mind and body is linked to the person’s way of life. This therefore means that our way of thinking and outlook on life, our diet, our personal habits and how we interact with our environment have consequences on our bodies. 

			Therefore, after treating the patient, the shiatsu practitioner will give them advice to improve their health and prevent a possible relapse, because although the treatment itself can re-establish the balance of their energy, this balance can only be maintained if the person changes what caused the discomfort. These recommendations are based on knowledge of the workings of the body and on what can influence the organism. They can include dietary recommendations, more general advice on quality of life and adapted exercises to reinforce the beneficial effects of the treatment. As in all natural treatments from traditional medicine, the person is encouraged to discover the reason for and the meaning of their problems. In this sense, a shiatsu treatment can be a real opportunity to improve your health and quality of life. 

			“I had been suffering from panic attacks for two years. My life had been turned completely upside down. One day, a psychologist suggested that I go to a friend of theirs who was a shiatsu practitioner. The result surpassed all my expectations. I slept for 16 hours straight. When I woke up, I felt different. In the days which followed, I began to feel a certain confidence in my body and began to be less afraid of attacks. And that’s how I changed the way I look at myself. Little by little, the attacks faded away.” (Ann, 36)

			
				
					DID YOU KNOW?

					Shiatsu is often compared to acupuncture, since they are both based on the same principles, particularly when it comes to the treatment of tsubo. Nevertheless, these two practices are very different. It would be wrong to view shiatsu as nothing more than the manipulation of predefined points. In a shiatsu massage, tsubo are believed to be found throughout the entire body, given that they are an integral manifestation of energy. With this in mind, pressure applied on a point will have an effect on the energy systems of the whole body. As a result, while acupuncture is based on specific points, shiatsu acts on all points of the body. If we consider the very essence of this art – its application through the hands of a practitioner, which implies multiple dimensions (touch, profound communication, and so on) – we can appreciate the incredible therapeutic power that can be achieved during a shiatsu treatment. 

				

			

			Diagnosis in shiatsu treatment

			Unlike Western medicine where diagnoses are based on the consideration of symptoms, shiatsu takes a holistic, individual approach and is based on a system which combines observation, smell, hearing and touch. This allows an assessment to be made by taking into account the person in their entirety, including their past experiences and the habits linked to their lifestyle. The point of this type of diagnosis is not only to obtain very precise results, but also to obtain information on the inherent causes of the problem and instructions on the measures to take to stop it from getting worse. By following some simple advice, the person has the opportunity to change the aspects of their life which are causing their illness to develop. 

			Another interesting aspect of shiatsu is its preventive role, which is to say that it allows health problems to be diagnosed in advance, preventing them from turning into more serious illnesses, such as cancer or senile dementia, through simple therapeutic methods. Shiatsu activates the organism’s natural ability to treat itself and re-harmonise rather than imposing invasive remedies which do nothing more than solve, sometimes superficially, a problem which is already very real. 

			To make their diagnosis, a shiatsu practitioner proceeds through several stages:

			
					Observation, the stage during which the practitioner observes the constituent elements of the person (build, weight, size) and the elements linked to their condition (such as the state of their tongue and their eyes, face and skin, as well as their behaviour, movements, smell and voice).

					Questioning, which gives them an idea of the patient’s lifestyle and diet. 

					Palpation, which allows them to define the extent and exact source of the imbalance. This diagnosis is based on the study of the person’s hara, or abdomen, also called the “ocean of energy” by the Japanese. 

			

			
				
					A LITTLE RELAXING MASSAGE TO GET YOU STARTED

					Here is a massage that can be done at any time. Lie or sit down comfortably, then rub your abdomen and lower stomach with your hand in a clockwise motion. The motion should be quite slow, and the pressure at times slight and others firm. During the exercise, try to breathe evenly and concentrate on your centre and your feelings. This massage relaxes and activates the entire hara, particularly the digestion area. 

				

			

		


		
			What are the foundations of shiatsu? 

			The five elements and the theory of five transformations

			The notions of yin and yang are the foundations of Chinese philosophy. According to Chinese cosmology, everything begins with the Tao, a shapeless, hazy and disordered element. It contains the qi, a form of energy with two opposing poles, yin (the force of the earth) and yang (the force of the sky), which create our reality. The yin-yang duality is also the basis of the famous Chinese theory of the five movements (Wu Xing), also called the “five elements”, which are Wood, Fire, Earth, Metal and Water and which correspond to the five states of energy, meaning five phases of a cycle of transformation. The entire universe, including man, is governed by the movements of this energy. 

			[image: ]

			The transformation cycle is a diagram of energy evolution which can be read either as:

			
					the Sheng cycle, also called the “generating” or “creation” cycle;

					or the Ke cycle, also called the “overcoming” or “destruction” cycle.

			

			Thanks to this diagram and the two laws that govern it, everything in the universe transforms and everything is kept in a constantly renewed state of balance. 

			This seemingly simple theory is in fact the key to observing the universe. It allows us to establish correspondence between big and small, organs, seasons, directions, tastes, colours, states of the soul, and so on. Every aspect of reality, every phenomenon can be observed and understood thanks to the theory of the Wu Xing movements. 

			According to traditional Chinese medicine, the organs are subjected to this dynamic of energy transformation. Illness is simply a manifestation of an imbalance in energy, caused by an excess or lack of a particularly element. 

			
				
					TIME FOR SOME SELF-EXAMINATION!

					A person’s constitution is established from the sum of all their original qualities passed down by their parents and the influence of the diet, activity level and soul of the mother during the nine months of pregnancy. However, it is also influenced by ancestral and environmental factors. A person can be more yang or more yin, depending on the influence of the sky or the earth. Each of these forces is associated with a range of characteristics, and each person possesses special features of both yin and yang; nevertheless, one element will be the dominant one in their structure and expression. 

					Here is a simple exercise to help you discover your dominant force. Stand in front of a mirror and close your eyes for a few seconds. Breathe deeply and relax. Then, open your eyes and look at yourself. Do you have quite a small build, with thick, light-coloured hair; round, quite small eyes; a little mouth; and a rather square chin? Do you also like physical activity? Are you an extroverted, dynamic, and perhaps sometimes authoritarian person? Then your dominant force is yang. If, on the other hand, you are quite tall and supple, with a round face, rather large eyes and mouth, and a sensitive, emotional personality, then your dominant force is yin. 

				

			

			The meridians

			The meridians are very closely linked to the theory of yin and yang and that of the five elements, as well as being the basis of traditional Chinese medicine. All of its techniques (acupuncture, moxibustion, acupressure, anma, tai-chi, qi going) are based on the meridians. The theory of the meridians was cited as early as The Inner Canon of the Yellow Emperor, the bible of traditional Chinese medicine, the most recent version of which was written in the 1st century BC based on other, more ancient texts. 

			The meridians are the channels in which the body’s vital energy (the qi) circulates in order to nourish all of its tissues and organs. The meridians regulate the harmony and balance of the organism, which behaves as a functional unit. 

			There are 12 main meridians in the network, all of which are directly linked to one of the five elements and which follow a very specific path. Each pair of meridians (a yin and a yang) is also associated with a colour, a season, a climate, an organ, and so on. Here are two tables summarising the main correspondences for each element. 
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			As you can see, Water is associated with the Kidney (yin) and Bladder (yang) Meridians, the colour black, winter, putrid smells, salty foods and the cold. 

			
				
					TIME FOR SOME SELF-EXAMINATION!

					We often express our need to rebalance the energy of one of the five elements through the colours we choose to wear, whether consciously or not. For example, people who often wear white or black are trying to amplify or reduce their Metal or Water energy, respectively. 

					Do you feel the need to dress yourself in a particularly colour? Which colour? Have a look at the table to find out what this colour corresponds to. Then study the other associations it has, such as the organ, season or emotion. The result may surprise you. 

				

			

			The circadian rhythm

			The qi circulates in the body according to a circadian rhythm, going from one meridian to another. One meridian therefore becomes more active than the others for two hours when its function is essential for the organism. 

			[image: ]

			As you can see, the Lung is most active between three and five o’clock in the morning, while the Stomach meridian reaches its most active point between seven and nine o’clock in the morning.

			The period when each meridian is most active gives important indications for the diagnosis and, consequently, for the treatment. 

			
				
					TIME FOR SOME SELF-EXAMINATION!

					Take a bit of time for yourself to relax and think about your daily life. Are there moments during the day where you feel more tired or more worked up? Is there a recurring phenomenon in your life which appears at more or less the same time almost every day? Note all of these details down and compare them to the meridian circadian rhythm table. You may find out some valuable information about the origin of the problem. For example, if you regularly suffer from insomnia and cannot sleep between one o’clock and three o’clock in the morning, it is possible that you are suffering from an imbalance in your Liver energy. 

					Thinking about the circadian rhythm of your meridians

				

			

			What is your energy state? 
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