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“A tour de force … an extremely useful and practical guide to body-centered therapies.”

—Jon Kabat-Zinn, author of Wherever You Go, There You Are and Full Catastrophe Living




“If you want to heal you must be aware of how you feel. The body is where the experience is stored and it contains its own inner wisdom. Read this book and learn how to be in touch with your life.”

—Bernie Siegel, M.D., author of Love, Medicine and Miracles and Assistant to the Creator




“Mirka Knaster gives us the state of the art in understanding the wisdom of the body. This book is at once a harvest of the world’s best knowings concerning ways of working with the body, and a superb and sensitive guide to self-discovery.”

—Jean Houston, Director, The Foundation for Mind Research




“Mirka Knaster has written a highly informed book on bodyways that I strongly recommend to those who seek relief from bodily ills, to those who wish to know themselves better, and to therapists and teachers of body therapies. Knaster treats the reader as a valued friend, showing how to assess one’s own needs, how to determine the appropriate type of bodyway, and how to enhance the experience itself.”

—Dolores Krieger, Ph.D., R.N., author of Accepting Your Power to Heal: The Personal Practice of Therapeutic Touch




“Mirka Knaster has a practitioner’s passionate commitment to body work—or ‘bodyways,’ as she calls them—and a journalist’s broad perspective. Her book is a treasury of interesting and exciting information on our bodies and keeping them healthy.”

—Tiffany Field, Ph.D., Department of Pediatrics, Touch Research Institute, University of Miami School of Medicine




“Mirka Knaster has performed something just short of a miracle. Like an experienced tour guide in love with her work, she takes us on a wonderful safari deep into the most amazing terrain of our own bodies. Hers is not another boring A to Z book, but a thoroughly engaging and fascinating exploration into today’s alternative body therapies, providing immediate access for newcomers and old hands alike.”

—Jeffrey Maitland, Ph.D., Director of Academic Affairs and Faculty Chairman, the Rolf Institute; author of Spacious Body




“A rich and comprehensive guide to the most exciting frontier of twenty-first-century psychology.”

—Gay Hendricks, Ph.D., and Kathlyn Hendricks, Ph.D., authors of Conscious Loving




“After decades of research and reflection, I am convinced that the bodymind is the evolutionary storehouse for all of life’s potentials. Mirka Knaster has done a masterful job of creating an insightful, yet extremely practical guide to the wealth of bodyways available for exploring that potential.”

—Ken Dychtwald, Ph.D., author of Bodymind and Age Wave




“Mirka Knaster’s Discovering the Body’s Wisdom will quickly become an indispensable guidebook for those of us just waking up to our own visceral reality. It’s a user-friendly Baedeker for the body—packed with information, yet delightful to read. Her descriptions of literally dozens of distinct ‘bodyways’ are absolute gems—communicating the essence of each form with astonishing precision, economy and wit.”

—Stephen Cope, Program Director, Kripalu Center for Yoga and Health




“An excellent guidebook for those who are interested in new body therapies. It will help you make wise choices.”

—Sam Keen, author of Fire in the Belly and Hymns to an Unknown God




“A wonderfully comprehensive guide to the world’s healing traditions—in a practical, inspired, informative style. Mirka Knaster has generously researched and brought back to us this bible of bodywork.”

—Brenda Peterson, author of Nature and Other Mothers and Sister Stories: Taking the Journey Together




“With wisdom, wit, and a fine writing style, Mirka Knaster guides us through the labyrinth of various approaches aimed at discovering the body’s wisdom. The field of body therapy has long needed a comprehensive reference. This book fulfills that need in a uniquely satisfying way because the author underwent the very therapies she writes about. It is truly a gift—and a must-read—for anyone interested in promoting physical, emotional and spiritual well-being.”

—Clyde W. Ford, D.C., author of Where Healing Waters Meet and Compassionate Touch
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There is a force within
Which gives you life—
   seek that.

In your body
Lies a priceless gem—
   seek that.

O wandering Sufi,
   if you want to find
   the greatest treasure
   don’t look outside,
Look inside, and seek that.

—Rumi




Introduction: 
The Journey of a Lifetime

People travel the whole wide world looking for novelty and adventure. They want to learn about other cultures, places, peoples, and languages. Yet the greatest territory of all to explore is right where you are—your own body. You don’t have to set aside time from work for a long vacation. You don’t have to get shots or a visa to go abroad. You don’t have to save up a heap of money. And you don’t need a special wardrobe or luggage. You just need yourself.

Discovering the Body’s Wisdom is a passport to begin your journey of exploration and discovery in the most fascinating, miraculous, and meaningful land you’ll ever traverse. Through such a voyage, I hope you will come to regard your body not as foreign territory but as home.

Take a moment to check in with your body right now. How comfortable are you? Are you curled up in an easy chair? Sitting at a desk or kitchen table? Standing at a bus stop or in a train station? Lying in bed on your side or propped up against pillows? In this moment, stop to observe how you feel in that position. Does your body tell you, “I feel at ease, supported”? Or does it say, “My shoulders and neck are tight,” “My lower back aches,” “My right foot hurts”? Are you slouching, hunching over, or pressing your weight down onto one leg and foot instead of standing on both?

Most of us go through the day without being aware of how we are in our bodies and what they are trying to communicate. We tune our bodies out in order to get our jobs done, finish our commutes home, and run our errands before we finally lie down and go to sleep, and we hope to wake up feeling good. Even when our bodies finally get our attention with excruciating sensations that we can’t ignore, do we listen as they tell us what they want, what they need? Do we know how to respond other than to shut them up by popping a pill, drinking alcohol, turning on the television, or getting overly busy?


The human body is not an instrument to be used, but a realm of one’s being to be experienced, explored, enriched and, thereby, educated.

—Thomas Hanna



What can you do for the tight neck and shoulders, the aching back, the painful foot? How about the recurring pain from an old running injury or the fact that you tire easily? Are you unable to bend over or turn your head fully right and left? Or maybe you’re pain-free, but you sense you can stretch your limits. You’re curious how much better you can perform, how much more gracefully you can move, how much more pleasure you can experience, how free and lithe you can feel. Instead of ignoring or anesthetizing your body, consider working with it in a cooperative way.


And yet it is possible for you to find the keys to your body again … and to find your proper vitality, health, and autonomy.

—Thérèse Bertherat



WORKING WITH THE BODY

Techniques of working with the body existed long before anyone began to keep records on papyri and clay tablets. As soon as someone noticed that relief came with pressing, rubbing, or moving in a certain way, bodyways—the term I’ve coined to refer to body practices ranging from Acupressure to Zero Balancing®—were born. People have used them for millennia to deal with all kinds of ailments, soothe tensions, boost athletic prowess, gain pleasure, and even deepen spiritual practice. Indigenous cultures in every part of the world have long had specialists who know how to massage. Shamans, curanderos, balians, and other native healers generally include it in healing ceremonies. In ancient Egypt, masseurs were special assistants to physicians, surgeons, and veterinarians. In some traditional communities, the skills are still passed from generation to generation. In others, a person may be destined for this role because of an early sign, such as a breech birth. Or a health crisis and near-death experience may precipitate becoming a hands-on healer.1

Today, beyond the countless testimonials of successful outcomes, we are better able to measure the results of body practices and explain how and why they are effective. For example, a computer search in Index Medicus reveals hundreds of research articles in international journals on massage procedures for humans, and animals as well.2 The Office of Alternative Medicine (OAM), established in 1992 by the National Institutes of Health (NIH), has awarded grants for further research in various kinds of massage therapy, T’ai Chi Chuan, Therapeutic Touch, Yoga, Chi Kung, and other alternative health-care approaches. In the same year, the Touch Research Institute was founded at the University of Miami School of Medicine as the world’s first research center devoted solely to understanding the role of touch therapy in human health and development. Ongoing research studies there continue to prove scientifically what the ancient and indigenous cultures knew instinctively. Wherever possible, I cite research findings that support the use of bodyways.

WHAT ARE BODYWAYS?

There’s a lot of name-calling in the field of body practices. It’s not mud-slinging, but a habit of differentiating and labeling. Some practitioners are engaged in bodywork.3 Others consider their approaches therapy. Still others say they’re neither, but rather somatic education, movement awareness, structural integration, or even emotional integration.

No system, school, or approach defines the range of body disciplines in the same way. For some, it is manual medicine to fix parts of the body that have been injured, cause pain, or are capable only of limited movement. For others, it is emotional as well as physical work. Some see it not as manipulation but as a neuromuscular learning process. Still others view it as the premier vehicle for experiencing relaxation and pleasure. However, whether they’re focused on one aspect of your body or on the unity of your body, mind, emotions, and spirit, all bodyways start from three basic assumptions:


	Something is constricting, restricted, blocked, misused, or out of balance—generally because of excessive muscle tension and habit.


	The body is not set in stone; it is plastic and moldable, repairable and educable—you can always do something.


	The body is the place for transformation.




They also all share the same goal of changing a person’s life for the better. The change could be the immediate relief of discomfort and distress or the longer-range modification of chronic patterns that results in overall improved function. Where approaches differ is on what needs to be changed and how to change it. Does the practitioner repair and improve your structure to affect function or improve function to modify your structure? Is the goal to cure your symptoms or to educate you—draw out self-knowledge and self-control—through conscious awareness?

To get around all the divisions in the field, I created the term bodyways. It broadly incorporates both therapy and education as well as relaxation, while still allowing for each separate category of practice and its distinguishing characteristics. I chose way (from the Old English wegan, “to move”) because it suggests a pathway or process, as in waterway.


Apart from inherited shortcomings and damages past remedy, we might say that everyone is potentially in perfect health but does not know how to attain it.

—Franz Wurm



Think of the many different waterways through which water moves: creeks, streams, rivulets, rivers, channels, brooks, rills, seas, oceans, bays, sounds, and lakes. All of the bodyways involve movement, and often the least effortful way can bring about the most ease. Life is, after all, movement. We are living bodies, always in process. As 70 percent water, we are in constant flux, just like a stream. And just as a stream receives new water from various sources, so too do we take in new information from a variety of bodyways.

Which bodyway will help you move along is another question.


It is as if every discipline of healing, health, and becoming whole that ever was has suddenly been called back into practice all over the earth in order that we might have the richest possible inventory of psychophysical opportunities with which to reinvent ourselves.

—Jean Houston



WHICH BODYWAY?

In 1973, when I was a graduate student at Stanford University, I bought my first massage book and practiced on a friend. I also showed him the Yoga postures I was doing. At the time, those were two of only a handful of body practices in North America, none of which was widespread, but concentrated mostly in pockets on the East and West coasts. Some of them were popular only among dancers and performers who were interested in body awareness and in taking care of themselves.

There were reasons for these limitations. Medical technology had superseded less-prestigious, time-consuming hands-on work. And massage, if not automatically associated with sex, was often suspect as “touchy-feely” stuff from California, while Yoga was “devil’s work” from the Far East. A story in the April 1971 issue of Newsweek focused not on healing massage but on thinly disguised houses of prostitution called “massage parlors.” Between that year and 1980, the American Massage Therapy Association, the oldest and largest national organization representing the profession, had barely two thousand members. By 1995 that figure jumped to more than twenty-three thousand and is still growing. The state of Florida alone had five thousand licensed massage therapists that year. A study published in The New England Journal of Medicine (January 28, 1993) reported that massage was the third most commonly used of sixteen alternative health practices.4

More than a hundred body-oriented approaches are now available. I’ve given up counting because each year new ones spring up like mushrooms after a drenching rain. Other associations, such as the American Oriental Body Therapies Association and Associated Professional Massage Therapists and Allied Health Practitioners International, have been organized to represent the diverse groups of practitioners, now surpassing a hundred thousand. In addition, many health-care professionals such as nurses, doctors, dentists, and psychotherapists have also incorporated some of these practices in their work. According to the American Business Institute, massage was one of the three fastest-growing businesses in 1991. In 1995 there were already more than five hundred massage schools, plus the many other kinds of similar training institutes that exist from Maine to Hawaii and in Canada.

Today more than ever, the field is exploding with both exciting new bodyways and renewed interest in old ones. Increasingly, scientific discoveries in diverse areas of research coupled with the latest explorations in psychology are pushing the frontiers of our knowledge of mind and body and our ability to deal with mind-body conditions. Discovering the Body’s Wisdom provides a window into these leading-edge therapies, disciplines, and systems that until recently either were not widely accessible or did not yet exist. I could not have written this book ten years ago.

With so much available, how do you decide what you really want or what will truly satisfy your needs? And how do you choose the best practitioner to work with? You can make more informed choices as a consumer-client when you know more about the different bodyways. When you choose well, it can have a transformative effect on your life. But when you don’t, it may provide no relief or insight and discourage you from seeking more effective help. Although I can’t guarantee that you’ll always choose the best bodyway and best practitioner, this book does provide you with the information you need to minimize pitfalls and maximize benefits. And it may help you save money.

HOW TO GET THE MOST OUT OF THIS BOOK

Discovering the Body’s Wisdom is divided into three parts.

Part I discusses causes of body difficulties and what advantages you can derive from working with your body. It also introduces you to the principles that underlie this book: body alienation, or how we lost connection with the body; befriending the body; the miracle of the body; and body wisdom.

Part II describes ways of choosing and interacting with a practitioner as well as deciding on which bodyway approach to work with. It leads you through a process of both evaluating the practitioner and assessing your own attitudes and preferences. I include such issues as ethics, curing and healing, treatment and education, goal and process orientations, and short-and long-term benefits. I also cover scope of practice, “hurts good” versus “hurts bad,” mixing and matching, and more. A chapter on psychological dimensions will help you understand why bodyways affect more than your physical structure and presents the practice of awareness as a useful prelude to trying any bodyway.

Part III serves as a guide to the bodyways field itself. Each section examines the foundation of a whole group of practices and how they approach the body. The explanation will enable you to understand how so many differently named disciplines can be both similar and distinct. The description of the bodyway includes its aim, technique(s) used, benefits, a section called “Resources” for more information, and, in some cases, a section called “Experience,” which gives you a taste of the practice.

Although it is useful to start the book at the beginning and advance chapter by chapter to the end, you can proceed in whichever way suits you. If in one section I refer to a concept, system, or person that interests you, you may track the hand symbol [image: ] and turn to the appropriate page. And, as circumstances in your life change, you can go back to the book again and again.


It is not only possible but natural for each of us to love our bodies, to find ourselves beautiful—no matter how different, disabled, old, or battle-scarred we may be.

—Harriett Goldhor Lerner



If your body sometimes feels like a stranger or enemy to you, Part I offers you the opportunity to investigate where your uncomfortable, even antagonistic relationship comes from, how you can move instead toward friendship with your body, and what that friendship has to offer you. I know very few people who are perfectly at ease in and satisfied with their bodies. However, if you’re one of them and want to skip Part I, go ahead.

If you’ve had little or no experience in working with body practices and practitioners, Part II will guide you step by step in making choices about them. If you’re already familiar with the bodyways field, Part II can help you better understand some of the experiences you’ve had and suggest how to avoid the ineffective or harmful ones. It can also help you understand why you gravitate toward certain body disciplines and away from others. You may be following a habitual pattern, and it might be fruitful to try a different approach.


Wisdom is not what comes from reading great books. When it comes to understanding life, experiential learning is the only worthwhile kind, everything else is hearsay.

—Joan Erikson



Throughout the book you will find boxes labeled “Experience.” Each experience allows you to explore some aspect of bodyways with questions and/or with physical and visual experiments. You might find it fun and illuminating to do the Experiences with a partner and compare notes. If you would rather listen than read, tape the questions and directions first. These Experiences are yours to do with as you wish; they are suggestions rather than commands to do homework. If any part feels uncomfortable, elicits pain, or otherwise disturbs you, you are free to stop at any point or adjust it to your own needs. You can do all or some as you go through the book. If you don’t want to engage in one, you always have the option of trying it on another occasion. You also can return to these Experiences and repeat them, observing the differences in how you respond over time.

If you’re a psychotherapist or other health-care professional, Discovering the Body’s Wisdom can assist you in identifying bodyways that are appropriate for your patients as well as help you work cooperatively with other providers. If you’re someone who is contemplating a career change, or if you’re a body practitioner who is considering acquiring new skills, the information here can help you choose and get started in a new direction. You may also want to refer your clients to the book so that they can become informed, responsible participants or consumers.

No Mechanical Prescriptions

Some guides are organized by specific ailments or conditions and the approaches that work best for them. I’ve chosen not to do this because healing often has less to do with technique per se than with a whole constellation of factors. The process is not a mechanical one, and there is no one right practice for any given difficulty. For example, I know of cases in which people with paralysis were able to move again after sessions of Moshe Feldenkrais’s gentle hands-on work called Functional Integration®, Emilie Conrad Da’oud’s movement process Continuum, or Thérèse Pfrimmer’s deep tissue massage. All of these approaches worked very differently in terms of method and focus, yet each facilitated the same result—greater movement.


I learned that knowledge, not yet in my mind, was in my body.

—Ellen Goldman



If you have back pain, you might find relief, temporary or permanent, with any number of practitioners. That’s because your back condition is unique to you—what brought it about, what emotions might be associated with it, how you care for yourself, what kind of work you do and its occupational hazards, how long-standing your difficulty is, what aggravates it, and what eases it. One person may relieve stiffness and soreness by practicing Yoga daily; someone else may resolve a chronic back restriction through a series of Rolfing® sessions or Alexander lessons. Also critical to your healing is the rapport you develop with the practitioner.


What you do not experience in your whole body will remain merely intellectual information without life or spiritual reality.

—Gerda Alexander



Working with the body is not just about alleviating a muscle spasm in your back or some other limitation. It can be the entryway to an education you never got in school, an education that teaches not by rote but by examining and experiencing with your whole being. How many of us ever learned in school how our bodies function and grow, how they communicate to us, and how to take good care of them? Working with the body helps draw out an inner knowledge or intelligence that no amount of reading and memorizing could ever do. As farmer-poet Wendell Berry says, “There’s a world of difference … between that information to which we now presumably have access by way of computers, libraries, and the rest of it, great stockpiles of data, and the knowledge that people have in their bones by which they do good work and live good lives.”5

That’s why this is not a prescriptive book: You won’t be able to look up a symptom and find a quick-fix solution. I’m not a doctor who writes a prescription for a drug to treat a sore throat. Many people are already exasperated with the health-care industry because it looks at them as diseased tissue. It labels them with one disorder or another, sends them to this or that specialist to treat one part of themselves, and gives them the latest magic bullet, which often provides only a temporary cure. Where is the whole person in this scenario?

There is a story told about physicist-turned-somatic educator Moshe Feldenkrais, who abhorred labels and generalizations. Someone once innocently asked him which of his techniques were best for pregnant women. Feldenkrais erupted, “You idiot! There is no such thing as a pregnant woman! A fourteen-year-old girl having her first baby is nothing like a thirty-five-year-old woman having her fourth child. What I would do with each is completely different.”6

Don’t be misled by publications that advise which system to use for which body condition. For example, one book recommends Polarity Therapy for eyestrain. It’s just not that simple. Eyestrain or headache can be the result of a number of things and, depending upon the circumstances, a variety of bodyways or other measures could help—Acupressure, massage of the head, face, and neck, Craniosacral Therapy, Myofascial Release, Trigger Point Therapy, and so on.

This book is not so much concerned with pathology as with how health and well-being can flourish when given suitable nourishment. Even the nineteenth-century French chemist Louis Pasteur, father of the germ theory, recognized before he died that instead of condemning parasites, bacteria, and viruses as the culprits in disease, it is important to attend to the environment. “The germ is nothing,” he said, “the soil is everything.”7

A PATH OF SELF-AWARENESS

In many ways, this book reflects my own journey toward befriending my body. In my twenties and thirties, I possessed great stores of energy, stamina, and recuperability. I didn’t let anything stop me. I always managed to get around imbalances and weaknesses by being blind to their existence or by plowing ahead with willpower. For example, I had an unconscious habit of overusing the right side of my body in all activities. Instead of developing strength and flexibility equally on both sides, I got tighter on the right side of my back and compensated by stretching harder on the left. My Yoga postures may have looked good, but my body paid the price. The contracted muscles never fully let go and the overstretched tendons and ligaments never had a chance to return to their original length. Instead of doing things with ease, I just worked harder.


We cannot escape our physical natures; and a proper pride in oneself as a human being is rooted in the body through which love is given and taken.

—Anthony Storr



During that long struggle, I allowed my mind to hold sway. I pushed my body to do more even when exhausted, constantly found fault with its shape and size, and ignored its messages until it screamed so loudly that I finally had to stop in my tracks and listen. Sometimes that meant barely being able to walk, let alone run, or having to lie in bed even when I needed to keep working to pay the mortgage. Now that I’m gentler and friendlier with my body, I pay attention if it so much as whispers to me, and I don’t override its wisdom. The more I’ve grown to accept and love my body as it is, the more it has become what I’d always wanted it to be. Not surprisingly, it refused to do that when I was trying to whip it into shape.

I’ve been exploring my own body through a wide variety of approaches for more than twenty years. Some I have trained in only for myself; others I have practiced professionally and taught to others. During this time I also have done extensive cross-cultural research in body disciplines and healing practices in the United States and abroad, particularly in Asia.

Over the years, my awareness level has changed from focusing on the outside to looking inside. I thought I was aware of my body and was truly living in it because I was engaged in both bodyways and athletic activities. I was, but only to a certain extent. In retrospect, I did Yoga during the early years with the intention of getting the posture picture-perfect right away, even if it meant ignoring an inner voice that counseled, “Less is okay; slowly and gradually are okay.” Instead of concerning myself primarily with working near my limits, I felt competitive with other students to look good. With time, I came to understand that making Yoga an exterior rather than interior experience defeats its purpose.

The longer I’m in this field, the more layers I penetrate. It’s a lifelong process. I am continually intrigued by new approaches. I keep learning how to recognize which bodyway I need when and for what. And the more I open to my body, the more I open to life outside myself as well.


The real voyage of discovery consists not in seeking new landscapes but in having new eyes.

—Marcel Proust



I can’t make you become friends with your body. It’s taken me half a lifetime. I can share with you what I’ve learned along the way from the many people who shared with me. By exploring your own body and developing awareness, you too can move into a place of greater ease with yourself and with everything around you.

Becoming Your Own Authority

Most of all, I hope that this guide will set you on a course of befriending your body and discovering its wisdom. When you’re alienated from your own body, you become a stranger to yourself. You’re not aware of the resources you have for making judgments and decisions; instead, you rely on recognized authorities to tell you what to think, believe, and do. Once you have stopped treating your body as an enemy and start to appreciate it as an endless source of knowledge, you can choose over and over on your own. You know and accept what is right for you and reject what doesn’t fit.


It is precisely through the veils which authorities have spun for us that our own ears and eyes and nerves must begin to penetrate if our hands are to grasp the world and our hearts to feel it. We must recover our own capacity to taste for ourselves. Then we shall be able to judge also.

—Charles Brooks



This book is not about one more person being the authority for your life. No parent, no physician, no teacher, and certainly no writer is the last word on your own body. Don’t let any bodyway become yet another standard with power over you. Don’t reject one expert, such as an M.D., only to replace him with another, a Rolfer®, for example. Discovering the Body’s Wisdom is an invitation to become your own authority. If even one of you reading this book reaches that place, then I know that my efforts will have made a difference.

Experience: Your Body Wisdom Journal


Even if you don’t keep a daily journal, I highly recommend starting a body wisdom journal. Make it easy: treat yourself to a beautiful bound journal, have your sketch book do double duty, get a looseleaf binder or steno pad. Since I fill a journal every two months, I buy a stack of thick, inexpensive spiral notebooks at a discount store. If you have difficulty writing, record on audiotape. It doesn’t matter how you do it; the act of self-examination is what counts.

As you read through Discovering the Body’s Wisdom, enter your answers to questions and reactions to Experiences in the journal. Keeping a log of your journey will both clarify where you stand in relation to your body and increase your awareness and sensitivity. When you make an inventory, you get to know what you have and what you need.

Journal-keeping will also prepare you for your bodyway sessions and help you evaluate their effects on you, especially if you enter your responses again in six months, a year, two years. Reporting to yourself will be like having a reunion with an old friend. After you’ve explored one bodyway (or more) for a while, go back and see how much you’ve changed in attitudes toward your body, feelings of ease and comfort, and behavior patterns. If there’s no difference, and if you’ve given that one a fair chance, perhaps you’ve not yet found the bodyway that’s effective for you, and you need to try something else.

Here are some questions to begin with:

Physical feelings and energy level

When have I felt the most comfortable or satisfied in my body? Where? With whom? How is my body a place of pleasure and joy?

When have I felt uncomfortable in my body? Where? With whom?

How do I feel right now? Am I relaxed, at ease? Do I feel anxious? Do I hurt all over? Where do I feel pain or tension? Is it always here? How long has that been true? Does it jump from place to place around my body? Do I not feel anything? Am I hot or cold? Have I been sluggish or active lately? Am I tired or energetic? Am I pushing myself? Do I sleep restfully or wake up exhausted? Do I wish I could nap right now? How easy or how difficult is my breathing? Am I constantly short of breath?

Emotional feelings

Do I like the way I look? What don’t I like about myself? Am I calm about the ups and downs in my life, or do I freak out? Am I depressed, angry, anxious, afraid, bored, curious, joyful? Do I swing from one mood to another? Do I cry easily? Is it hard for me to cry? Do I laugh nervously? How often do I smile? How do I feel around other people at home, at work, in school, at social gatherings?

Dream life

What have I been dreaming about? Have the themes changed, or do the same things keep coming up? Have I resolved anything? Are my dreams giving me messages about my body?

Habits

Do I eat well, skip meals, grab something on the run? Do I stuff myself when I’m angry, tired, or unhappy? Do I rely on coffee or candy bars to perk me up? What does alcohol do for me, and what does it do against me? What drugs am I using? Am I changing my relationship to any of these: increasing, decreasing, completely eliminating, adding, or substituting?




PART I

[image: ]
Doorways to the Body’s Wisdom


CHAPTER 1

[image: ]
The Benefits of Bodyways

During twenty years of practicing first massage, then Trager® Psychophysical Integration, at Esalen Institute in Big Sur, California, Deane Juhan witnessed one remarkable change after another. It sounds like a scene out of Lourdes, that well-known site of miracles in southwest France:


I have seen stoops straighten, gnarled deformities become more comfortable and functional, injuries heal more quickly … completely. I have seen dozens of imminent surgeries averted, medications reduced or eliminated, eyeglasses upgraded … occasionally discarded, chronic pain diminish or disappear, various degenerative conditions slow to a halt or even reverse. And I have heard [people] talk enthusiastically about the positive changes they had experienced at home in their relationship with fellow workers … employers … friends … lovers, spouses, children, parents. And with themselves.1




It is not our lightness of heart but our distress which gives the impetus to seek our inmost truth. Too much medical tranquillizing may actually cheat the more sensitive among us from becoming whole.

—Irene Claremont de Castillejo



Juhan attributes these changes not to temporary analgesia or the placebo effect but to the cumulative process of getting to know one’s body from a fresh perspective. Bodyways can be the means for gaining that new viewpoint.


Pain is the body’s cry for help. You are doing something that the body can’t take any longer. The body is very patient. It takes a lot of tension and abuse before it makes pain.

—Marion Rosen



WHY PEOPLE TURN TO BODYWAYS

Suffering is a great motivator. Many people first turn to bodyways because the pain of an injury or chronic condition forces them to seek alternatives, often after orthodox treatment—surgery and drugs—fails to give relief or has made them dependent on medication. Practitioners report that frequently clients come to their doorsteps when they have nowhere else to go. In desperation and exasperation, they finally try a bodyway to deal with their arthritis, backache, repetitive stress syndrome, or other occupational strains, to help heal old football or dance injuries, or for recovery after childbirth and automobile accidents. While it may be their last resort, it’s also the first step toward a new awareness of being in their body and thus a new relationship to their lives.


You see, our culture is not a body-oriented culture. We sit, we stand, we talk. Right? But we hardly use our bodies. you’re not going to he healthy unless you live on the body level and that’s what I think we need.

—Alexander Lowen



Such “last-resort” individuals appeared on a Bill Moyers special on healing broadcast on PBS in the winter of 1993. They were shown learning Mindfulness Meditation and Yoga with Jon Kabat-Zinn at the University of Massachusetts Medical Center. Doctors refer patients to the eight-week Stress Reduction and Relaxation Program for anything from headaches, high blood pressure, and back pain to heart disease, cancer, and AIDS.

One such patient, because of a heart attack, was forced to retire from his own large business, from which he had never taken a vacation in forty years. He was depressed and bewildered. By the end of the program he was healthier and happier, with a sparkle in his eyes and an enthusiasm for living. He went from seeing himself as a heart patient to experiencing himself as a whole person, one who could now express love for his family and affection for others as well. Another man, in his seventies, showed up in a wheelchair. The pain in his feet was so severe he wanted to cut them off. He gradually moved from wheelchair to crutches to cane, and he became a more active and cheerful person. Under other circumstances, neither man would have voluntarily chosen to get involved with his body in the precise and caring way that is taught in the course.2


With subtly developed body awareness, it is possible for the individual to become the conscious orchestrator of health.

—Jean Houston



According to Dr. James Lynch, author of The Broken Heart: The Medical Consequences of Loneliness, “People most vulnerable to disease are extraordinarily disconnected from their bodies.” His research indicates that individuals with the highest blood pressure raise their pressure even more while speaking, but they are less likely to be aware that this is happening. “These were rational thinkers with no bodily awareness,” he says. “If I’m speaking to you, and my blood pressure rises by 50 percent, then the dialogue could be killing me.”3

Many of us have been conditioned to look to authorities rather than to learn for ourselves. The more you develop an accurate picture of your body—from within and from without—and the more you can easily feel the different parts, the more you will know what you need to do to take care of yourself and what you need to tell a health-care practitioner who will collaborate in your healing. Various innovators in the field of body-ways did just that and actually became their own healers. Through acute observation and sensitivity, Elsa Gindler cured herself of tuberculosis, Elisabeth Dicke reversed a circulatory disorder and avoided amputation of her leg, Moshe Feldenkrais healed himself of a knee injury, and F. M. Alexander adjusted his posture and stopped losing his voice. See their stories. In the process, they all developed effective systems that are popular today.


And we will be in tune with our bodies only if we truly love and honor them. We can’t be in good communication with the enemy.

—Harriet Goldhor Lerner



The other motivation for bodyways comes from a more positive frame of mind, from a natural drive toward healthy or optimal functioning. You feel pretty good, yet you sense that you could expand beyond your present limitations. Maybe you want to gain greater flexibility or improve your posture. You’re motivated by curiosity and interest: How can I live to my full capacity as a human being? It’s been said over and over that the majority of us operate at a fraction of our potential. However, while that’s expressed almost predominantly in terms of the brain, the body’s intelligence also remains largely untapped. How can I be more creative? How can I prevent the restrictions and pains that limit my life? How can I age well?

It doesn’t matter what your reason is for turning to work with your body. Whether you want to get better or to function better, taking that step will open a whole new world for you and may bring you not only the relief you long for but also knowledge and power you weren’t aware you had. That’s what fulfilling your potential is all about.

Underlying all the reasons that lead us to bodyways is an instinctive drive toward wholeness. We all also yearn, consciously or unconsciously, to be at peace within the war zone of our own bodies. Countries in the Middle East spend about $60 billion a year buying arms. Imagine how much energy and other valuable resources could be released for better purposes—education, health care, and other social programs—if the Arabs and Israelis shift from enmity to cooperation. The continuation of endless war and misery makes no sense, either in the Middle East or in your own body.

Sensitivity, Flexibility, and Communication

Bodyways are a useful tool for increasing sensitivity to ourselves. When we become more sensitive, greater communication and flexibility are the result. Instead of trying to silence the body with medication or TV noise, we are willing to receive its messages. When we don’t turn a deaf ear, we can avoid greater problems.


The aim … is to cooperate with the body rather than regard it as a misshapen alien or a rather unreliable but omnipresent companion.

—Jean Houston



Jungian analyst Anita Greene learned the importance of listening the hard way. “Whenever I have denied [my body’s] needs or ignored its wisdom,” she says, “it has ‘spoken’: an appendectomy delayed completing a master’s degree, a fractured shoulder hindered writing a thesis, a migraine interrupts an overactive life. The message is loud and clear. Disregard the demand of the unconscious for balance and for centered being, and the body pays the price.”4


Benefits from Working with the Body

Depending on the kind of bodyways you engage in, the benefits, though they vary, are many, and they may arise directly or indirectly.


	Correction of various disorders and conditions


	Prevention of injury and illness


	Reduction of stress response


	Relief of pain


	Improved posture and functioning; a more upright, lighter-feeling body


	Better balance and coordination


	Reversal of aging symptoms; increased health and longevity


	Greater sensory awareness


	Increased sexual pleasure


	More sensitivity, flexibility, gracefulness; friendlier relations and increased connectedness with self and others


	Definition of personal boundaries


	Access to memories and body wisdom


	Emotional healing; shift from victim role to position of self-autonomy, authority, power


	Groundedness, centeredness


	Fewer inhibitions and repressions; expanded capacity for work and creativity; actualization of potential


	More lucid thinking, enlivened consciousness, and embodied spiritual life


	Wholeness rather than fragmentation; living firsthand from the entire body, not just the head—authentic rather than intellectual responses


	Replacement of old negative habits with new positive patterns—cessation of destructive, anesthetizing lifestyles


	Self-acceptance—recognition of one’s uniqueness and beauty as a gift of creation; new self-image, new sense of physical self







I came to see that my body’s tensions and headaches were a protest against the denial of my own self.

—Clark Moustakas



When Jean Shinoda Bolen, M.D., a psychiatrist and author of the best-selling Goddesses in Everywoman, was going through a trying midlife transition, she sought bodyways to establish communication with her body and feelings. In Crossing to Avalon, she recounts the insight she had one afternoon as she lay on the table for her session.


I became aware that I was holding my left arm in such a way that it shielded my heart, with my left hand in a fist, the position of a shield-carrier. I had been through another difficult week and, as usual, stayed on top of things. However, as I lay there, I became aware not only of how I was holding my arm, but that if I opened and spread my arm like a wing, grief would well up. I also knew in that moment that I needed help to do it. I had too much resistance to opening up; some part of me was invested in keeping the feelings down …. I asked my body therapist if she would please move my arm up and off my chest. She did and the tears came.

As I struggled to open up and let the grief out, the physician-observer in me thought of the fairly common disease referred to either as a frozen shoulder or shoulder-hand syndrome. It’s an excruciatingly painful condition experienced by some women in midlife. It often lasts as long as a year and then disappears as inexplicably as it came. Without physical therapy, muscle atrophy from disuse may complicate the condition. I think I could have been a candidate for this. The emotional pain I was not allowing myself to feel would then have expressed itself through my body as physical pain.5




Neurosis consists in being out of touch with one’s own feelings and sensory experience; and therapy is the recovery of awareness.

—Fritz Perls



When bodyways are effective, it is because they help reestablish this internal communication by overcoming our disconnection from our body and our feelings. In turn, we’re better able to communicate with others as well. “If you cannot listen to your own heart, then how are you going to get your wife to understand you?” asks Dr. James Lynch.6 The more knowledge we have of ourselves, the better able we are to state our positions, needs, and desires and to hear what others have to say. When you are sensitive to a friend and engaged in communication, don’t you find yourself less rigid and more willing to bend, more creative in coming up with solutions?


Ultimately our knowledge of ourselves will give us more to share with others.

—Tarthang Tulku



Relationships

Although it seems strange to imagine that lying on a table to be Rolfed or that moving slowly and carefully in T’ai Chi Chuan could help you in your relationships, it’s true. There’s no direct correlation, but indirectly many things can happen.

Clyde W. Ford, a chiropractor and the creator of Somatosynthesis, refers to how we relate to others as the dance of bonding and separating. We learn it first through our infant bodies, in response to our parents or other caretakers. How well we can come together with or move apart from others depends on what we experienced as children in terms of intimacy, affection, trust, nurturance, abandonment, and abuse.

Do you lean strongly toward one extreme or the other—always clinging close or forever keeping your distance? Ford calls these two directions the “Lost Satellite” and the “Submerged Self.” If you’re “lost,” you probably have difficulty bonding with others and generally live tight and tense, as though your body were a protective shell. If you’re “submerged,” you’re probably constantly trying to bond with others, and you find yourself unable to separate from them. Bodywise, you may tend to be overweight, out of shape, unboundaried, and unaware of large portions of your body.7

Bodyways can enable you to become aware of your penchant and also to find a place of balance between the two extremes, an ease in being intimate or distant, according to what’s appropriate in a situation. Reclaiming your body—loosening or tightening the boundaries—through bodyways is like diving into the ocean to a sunken ship and finding a lost treasure. When you know where your body begins and ends and how it feels, you gain the power to make choices in life, to seek constructive help, and to create and maintain healthy relationships.


When my body becomes a safer place to live, I will interact with you differently … more successfully, more harmoniously, more lovingly, because I bring a body that is living in less of a resistant field, or in a nonresistant field, in relationship to you.

—Rosie Spiegel



As you learn safe touch and boundaries, you begin to feel at home and safe in your body, and you learn that no one has the right to trespass. It’s like having a sign up that says, “Do not enter unless expected or welcome.” Once you feel different in your body—for instance, allowing sensations rather than cutting them off—you also behave differently, and thus attract different people and relationships into your life.

A client of Aikidoist and Lomi psychotherapist Richard Strozzi Heckler is a good example. Gerard, as he calls him, was a successful corporate executive but was unsuccessful in maintaining an intimate relationship. For years he blamed women for leaving him, completely unaware of his physical and emotional flatness. His muscles had little tone or definition; his movements were glacierlike; his shoulders were rounded forward and his head drooped over his sunken chest. Working with his body somatically enabled him to finally feel how numb and caved in his chest was. Gerard realized how terrified he was of intimacy: When anyone came too close physically or emotionally, he withdrew by squeezing his throat, chest, and pelvis. Every time he tried to take a deep breath, he’d start choking and coughing. As a boy, he’d nearly drowned while his mother stood by helplessly, afraid to go near him. After that incident, Gerard trusted no woman again. Gradually, as he allowed himself to feel again in his body, he also learned how to stop shutting himself off from relationships with women and business colleagues.8


One winter day, I took a break from writing and walked down the road through the woods. The sun was already melting snow that had been sitting on the trees for days. Pieces would drop off suddenly. I shook the snow out of some of the evergreens because it pained me each time I went by and saw them so bowed by the weight of the wet whiteness clinging to their needles. I wondered whether the rigors of winter would permanently deform them, like the hunchback of Notre Dame, or whether they would gradually realign themselves. They reminded me of people whose bodies are curved by the burden of their lives—their work, their relationships or lack of them, their physical and emotional suffering. I hoped that by shaking the young trees free of snow, I would help jump-start their process of springing back to uprightness. In the same way, I believe the experience of being moved and moving in new ways, even of literally having patterns shook out, patterns formed by the weight of different stresses and traumas in life, can help jump-start our own process, too.




Knowing others is intelligence; knowing yourself is true wisdom.

—Tao Te Ching



Inner Knowledge and Freedom

We need to learn to face and effectively deal with all kinds of weather conditions in life. Avoiding and anesthetizing aren’t the solution to stormy days. Ultimately, that kind of response requires more energy than does creatively confronting the winds that blow through our lives. Because body-ways can help you know yourself better, they also can enable you to meet and brave what comes. When you know yourself, you’re better able to respond instinctively and authentically to each situation, for you can see it clearly for what it is.

This “knowing thyself” is not exactly what the ancient Greek philosopher Socrates had in mind. It’s not a knowing from the head. It’s not a knowing imparted from a teacher or elder or book. Nor is it a knowing achieved through supplication to a deity. It’s a knowing that can come only from within our own bodies, from our own hearts and guts. It’s inside-out rather than outside-in. And that’s what is crucial to personal freedom—not just freedom from disease and injury, from chronic mental and physical difficulties, but also freedom from habitual restrictions that keep us from becoming all that we were meant to be as human beings. From knowing thyself can come being thyself.


One cannot understand the rhythms and meanings of the outer world until one has mastered the dialects of the body.

—Timothy Leary



Inside-out knowing is what we need to keep from being seduced by false prophets. After his own devastating experiences in Auschwitz during World War II, the Italian chemist Primo Levi warned that without inner freedom, people can end up faithfully following fascists. “It is better to renounce revealed truths, even if they exalt us by their splendor or if we find them convenient because we can acquire them gratis,” he said. “It is better to content oneself with other more modest and less exciting truths, those one acquires painfully, little by little and without shortcuts … those that can be verified and demonstrated.”9


But he can make no progress with himself unless he becomes very much better acquainted with his own nature.

—C. G. Jung



Why else is it imperative to be the authority for our own lives? Aside from avoiding demagogues, we need to eschew opinions that limit our potential. When Raun Kaufman was born autistic, the so-called experts showered his parents with prognoses such as “hopeless,” “irreversible,” “unreachable,” and “incurable.” Fortunately for Raun, his parents, Barry and Samahria Kaufman, defied the professional authorities. Even when the doctors scolded them, saying, “Your son has a devastating lifelong condition; he’ll never come out of it,” the Kaufmans still followed their own counsel. The result is what the medical establishment calls a miracle. Raun, diagnosed also as severely mentally retarded, went on to attend and graduate from high school, enter the university of his choice, make friends, become a member of a debating team, and enjoy life fully.10 When we don’t let someone else be the authority for what we can or cannot do, all kinds of things are possible.


I am certain that children always know more than they are able to tell, and that makes the big difference between them and adults, who, at best, know only a fraction of what they say. The reason is simply that children know everything with their whole beings, while we know it only with our heads.

—Jacques Lusseyran



A story I read about a football coach and his team at a New York City high school also demonstrates what can happen when we switch from being influenced by outside authorities—in this case, external images and myths—to relying on information from our own bodies. One semester, the coach decided to have the players take ballet lessons to learn lateral movement and develop strength. In that tough neighborhood, macho males ordinarily would be ostracized for engaging in such “girls’ stuff,” but these guys got away with it. Much to their surprise, the ballet got them interested and active in social dancing, which they had formerly considered effeminate. After this change, one football player, who had wondered why he was adept on the athletic field but clumsy on the dance floor, realized that his community’s ideas of what a man should or should not do had turned into a situation of could not. Through his body, he learned otherwise: He didn’t have to limit what he could do.

Stimulating Awareness

Most of us in the West are exposed to an unending stream of stimuli—the mechanical noises of vehicles, refrigerators, chain saws, and pneumatic drills; nonstop banter from TV, radio, and boom boxes; the honking of horns and the yelling of people, the barking of dogs and meowing of cats; not to mention the ceaseless chatter in our own heads.


An addiction serves to numb us so that we are out of touch with what we know and what we feel.

—Anne Wilson Schaef



If your sensory circuits are already overloaded, you’re probably trying hard to block out what you see, feel, hear, and smell so that you can get through the day. You may be so overstimulated as to be numb, even amnesiac to your own body. You may also be deadened or desensitized because when you felt pain at an earlier time, you withdrew your awareness from that sensitivity and suffering.

By freezing or anesthetizing our bodies, we don’t have to feel what hurts. But in doing so, we also keep ourselves from feeling what gives joy. The source of pain is also the source of pleasure. Cut off one and we cut off the other as well. Worst of all, we are no longer aware of how frozen we are. That is the nature of frostbite: Where it has struck, there is no longer any feeling. That means we can’t know that the feeling is actually lacking. The kind of frostbite caused by cutting off your feelings—tension blocks—helped us at one time to stop feelings and impulses that seemed dangerous, painful, prohibited, or unacceptable, but now they’re keeping us from feeling altogether.11

Working with the body provides a different kind of stimulation, one that eases rather than stresses. Becoming aware of bodily sensations can be an antidote to overstimulation in the modern world and the desensitization it causes. It can be a way to thaw and heal the frostbite. Awakening your body and becoming aware of its insights as well as its sensory delights can be a doorway into a spacious room. It can reintroduce you to the areas you deadened in self-defense. It is also a means to slow down even in the midst of frenetic living, by physically experiencing each moment now instead of speeding along mentally. The body anchors you in the present, the place where time seems full and expanded, rather than short and limited. In that calm you rest, you learn, you change, you heal.

That process can continue to help you to discover who you are and help you to exercise a degree of self-control over your physical and emotional symptoms. By self-control, I mean not rigid suppression but the ability to choose, to respond rather than react. Self-awareness is a prerequisite for this, and it can come from bodyways.

You might wonder why we need to be more aware of our bodies when they seem to run along just fine on their own. We breathe, our hearts beat, the food we eat gets digested and eliminated, all apparently without our assistance. However, when we stop to observe even “automatic” functions such as these, the nature of the process changes, generally for the better.


It is not easy to recognize and choose good nourishment of any kind if the spontaneous and receptive instinctual part of us is numb and neglected.

—Jean Shinoda Bolen



Experience: Observing Your Breath


Stop for a moment and note how fast, slow, shallow, or deep your breath is. Don’t make any effort to change it. Just watch your breath as it enters your nostrils, fills your lungs, and expands your chest. Notice how it makes your abdomen inflate or rise when you breathe in. Then, as you breathe out, feel how your belly deflates and falls and your chest drops back.

Did the air coming into your nostrils feel cold or warm? When the air touched the area above your upper lip as it came out of your nostrils, was it cold or warm? Did you breathe in and out through both nostrils, or in one and out the other? After several breaths, has each breath become easier or more labored? Do you feel calmer or more anxious? Has your heartbeat slowed down or speeded up?

Any emotional response you have will immediately change your breathing pattern. Simply becoming aware of your breathing changes it, but without any active intention or effort to do so. The mere observation of our natural functions is enough to connect us with our body and what it wants to do, given the opportunity. To try this with anger, [image: ]see the Experience.



Avoiding Loss

Another reason to work with the body is to avoid losing what we don’t use. “Behind every technological innovation … is a withered human faculty,” says Michael Murphy, cofounder of Esalen Institute. “For every automobile, a little more flabby muscle … the more reliance on [technology], the less reliance on the stupendous inheritance [of]… our psychosomatic, psychophysical capacities that we don’t cultivate … our natural birthright.”12

Part of the purpose in working with the body is to stem the tide of this loss, to awaken these capacities before atrophy sets in. An extreme version of such deterioration is a kind of sensory marasmus. In the 1800s and early 1900s, when infants were left in foundling institutions and not touched, they had no way to activate their sensory-motor systems (the sensing and moving capacities of the muscles through the central nervous system), and they literally wasted away.13 More recently, such cases have appeared in understaffed Romanian orphanages.

If you’ve had polio or know someone who has, you understand well this “use it or lose it” principle, for the muscles of the stricken leg, when not exercised, degenerate. This loss of use is true whether or not polio is involved. Stimulation to the neuromuscular system is what helps stem the tide. The input can come from the skillful touch of a practitioner or your own slow movements made with careful attention. You can provide yourself with new feedback through, for example, working with balls in Kinetic Awareness®, with directions from a teacher in person or on tape, as in the Feldenkrais Awareness Through Movement® lessons, or by doing movements such as Yoga asanas. Bodyways furnish new sensory data to break you out of the same old ways and create change. They help form a new template that includes greater flexibility, variety, smoothness, and appropriateness in your movements. As the nervous system resequences muscular activity, it dehabituates old patterns. The result is that you learn to prevent disease, injury, and stress-related illness.


The prophets preach … that pleasure, not willpower and coercion, is how you most deeply transform people.

—Matthew Fox



Pleasure

You can use bodyways to provide more than relief from discomfort. Through them, you can educate yourself to focus differently on your body—not as a source of pain, but as a source of pleasure and comfort. Take a moment to make a mental list of pleasurable experiences that especially satisfy you. They can be anything: nursing your baby, walking barefoot on the beach, reading a novel in a hot, scented bath, making love with your partner. How frequently do you remember that your body is also a source of delight?


Greater Sexual Pleasure

Joseph Heller, the creator of the structural approach he calls Hellerwork, says that before he worked with his body, he would never have said that he had any problems with sex. He was sexually active and enjoyed it immensely. But when he looks back at that earlier period, he remembers that moving his pelvis demanded effort. His lower back would get tired during sex and sometimes ache. His energy would become depleted, so that after orgasm he wanted only to roll over and go to sleep. And his sensations of pleasure were fairly limited to his genital area.

After a particular body session that focused on his abdominal and pelvic area, Heller’s pelvis began to move on its own. His motions during sex happened to him, rather than him having to do them. As a result, the whole act no longer fatigued him, his back stopped aching, and he felt energized afterward. Also, his feelings of pleasure from sex eventually expanded throughout his entire body. As his body became looser, his experience of sex became more fluid.14



“Every human being possesses an effective internal health maintenance system … guided by pleasure,” say psychologists Robert Ornstein and David Sobel. “Our senses do more than send alarms about sporadic hazards. They shepherd us to agreeable experiences that increase survival.”15 We learn through pleasure. We heal under such positive conditions. Our brains even come equipped with pleasure substances (endorphins).


It is usually the case that the greater the pleasure the body experiences, the greater the pleasure it is able to give.

—Robert Masters and Jean Houston



In fact, says anthropologist Lionel Tiger, pleasure is not a luxury but an evolutionary entitlement. We need it the way we need vitamins, water, warmth, conviviality, and carbohydrates. Pleasure is what suggested “which behaviors, emotions, social patterns and patterns of taste served us well during our evolutionary history. They were experienced as pleasures and encoded into our formative genetic codes … deep in the past, from about 100,000 years ago and beyond.”16

Emotional and Spiritual Development

While psychologists believe that physical changes accompany better emotional and mental functioning, bodyways practitioners believe that better emotional and mental functioning accompanies physical changes. Ida Rolf, the creator of Rolfing, suggested that in certain cases correcting structural deviations could be more effective than psychotherapy. Somatic educators Moshe Feldenkrais and Thomas Hanna asserted that increased movement function leads to improved psychological states. Hanna, a student of Feldenkrais, never discussed psychological difficulties with his clients. Yet, without saying a word, he noticed that once physical restrictions were eliminated, psychological ones followed suit. [image: ] See Louise’s story.


The physical body is the mediator of all our experience. If it seriously malfunctions, everything we perceive is distorted. If it is relaxed and in balance, many of our difficulties fade to insignificance.

—John Mann and Lar Short



Brent Williams, a graduate of the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary in Louisville, Kentucky, observed the same thing in regard to spiritual problems. He switched from his ministry to massage therapy when he realized that when people were depressed and “not feeling right with God,” 80 percent of the time there was a physical difficulty behind it rather than a spiritual dilemma. Counseling with words alone left Williams frustrated and his clients still in conflict. But with massage, physical relief led to spiritual relief as well.

Today, more and more individuals are realizing that it is not enough to contemplate, analyze, or reason through emotional or spiritual issues; rather, they must address them directly, in their own bodies. A disciplined body practice can lead to self-confidence and the kind of self-knowledge that emphasizes unity instead of duality. How we are in our bodies alters how we feel about ourselves and life in general.

Feminist writer Gloria Steinem describes what happens during lectures when she asks people to stand and then look at how they place their bodies in space. The women often realize they’re standing with their feet together, head slightly forward, arms folded across the chest or hands clasped in front, as though to cover their bodies and take up a minimal amount of room. On the other hand, the men find themselves standing feet apart, head up and back, arms at their sides or one elbow jutting out, thus taking up a maximum amount of space. When Steinem has them exchange their standing styles and see how it feels, they soon realize how quickly their physical posture can influence their state of mind, particularly self-confidence.

“When people in the small-space group expand their stance, they often say they feel odd or exposed at first, then stronger and more confident,” Steinem notes. “When those in the big-space group contract their bodies, they often report feeling childlike at first, and then less powerful, even less visible.”17

Similarly, Promoting Achievement in School Through Sports (PASS), a yearlong course designed for high school students, helps them improve academically by working with what their bodies already know through the physical experience of sports. They discover that they have most of the qualities and skills they need to do well in school. Movement and body concentration exercises in the class leave them more balanced and relaxed, which leads to greater physical power and mental alertness. Physical confidence translates into overall personal confidence and thus competence in scholastic work.19


Johnny’s Story: Matter or Mind, Bodyways or Psychotherapy?

According to Ida Rolf, the originator of Rolfing and doyenne of the structural body-ways field, some people mistakenly seek help in psychotherapy when what they need to do is become aware of and correct physical aberrations. She uses the story of Johnny as an example.

When Johnny was ten, he roller-skated down a flight of concrete steps, bumping down the last six on his behind. Since there were no broken bones, his mother figured there was no real damage. But a year later, Johnny was no longer able to keep up with his friends in sports or sit cross-legged. His self-image suffered: He began to feel inadequate and
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