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PART I


Preparing to Move Without Pain





The “Mystery” of Muscular Pain


We live in the twenty-first century, in a developed country that is obsessed with the importance of an attractive body and rigorous physical exercise. Never before has the United States seen such a proliferation of personal trainers, gym memberships, fitness TV shows, innovations in exercise equipment, and books on “staying young.” Just go to your local bookstore and check out the section on personal fitness. The selection is daunting. Moreover, the vast majority of us do not begin the quest for a healthier life with a full understanding of how the body, muscles, and mind can work together in order to produce the best results. We need a clear and practical method for reconnecting our minds with our bodies so that we can eliminate pain and improve our overall health.




Despite the popularity of exercise, fitness books, and diet programs, the fact remains that there are increasing numbers of people, both young and old, complaining of chronic muscular pain. Painkillers take up entire walls of the local drugstore, catering to myriad new pain symptoms that crop up seemingly daily. Younger and younger amateur athletes and “weekend warriors” wind up in the doctor’s office suffering from muscle strain as well as overuse and overtraining injuries. Their desire to be fit and active is well-intentioned, but their techniques are apparently doing them more harm than good. I hear more and more people saying “It’s probably just my age” when discussing their pain. Much of this pain is preventable—and reversible—when one understands the physiology behind many common cases of chronic pain and what can be done to end it.




According to a 2008 article in the Journal of the American Medical Association, the cost of treating back pain alone has risen to $85.9 billion! More disturbing was the accompanying quote by a health policy expert from the University of Washington: “We are putting a lot more money into this problem and not seeing any improvement in health.” Why is this? Is it that back pain and other kinds of muscular pain are really so mysterious, or are most people looking for the solution without having first asked an important question: “How do muscles become tight in the first place?”




This book is about unlocking the “mystery” of muscular pain. It is based upon the discoveries of Thomas Hanna, PhD (1928–1990), who combined his expertise in philosophy, movement education, and neurophysiology to create Hanna Somatic Education (also known as Clinical Somatic Education). As a philosopher, he understood that humans have a capacity for intellectual freedom. As a movement educator, practicing the work of Moshe Feldenkrais, he understood that humans have an ability to become more self-sensing and in control of their lives. His studies in neurophysiology taught him about brain reflexes and the role the brain plays in creating muscular patterns of contraction. Hanna wrote six books, including The Body of Life (1980) and Somatics: Reawakening the Mind’s Control of Movement, Flexibility, and Health (1988). In 1975, he founded the Novato Institute for Somatic Research and Training in Novato, California. He proved through his clinical work that many conditions deemed by doctors to be structural and pathological in nature are, by contrast, functional in nature. Once our sensory motor system improves, our musculoskeletal structure and overall health improve as well.




This book will help you utilize the techniques and methods of Hanna Somatic Education to regain a sense of awareness of and control over your body—a sense that you may not have had for decades. You will learn a simple series of movements that, when done regularly, can bring about more efficient, coordinated, and pain-free physical functioning. My hope is that you will begin to understand that the “mystery” of muscular pain is, in most cases, not all that mysterious. You will begin to experience the ways in which your movement and movement habits affect your entire body.




Regardless of age, muscles can become tight and inflexible, and stop us from living a full, exciting, and active life. For those living with chronic muscular discomfort—and in many cases, chronic pain—navigating this territory can be frustrating and discouraging. I know this from personal experience.




As a former professional dancer who has spent her entire career advising, teaching, and actively working with the body as a performer, dance educator, choreographer, massage therapist, and Hanna Somatic Educator, I am aware of at least ten different methods of pain relief “therapy,” some of which work and most of which do not. As one who suffered several repetitive stress and overuse injuries during my dance career—including five knee surgeries and one foot surgery—I, too, spent years looking for just the thing that would get me out of pain and keep me out of pain. At the very least, I was looking for someone to give me some solid information that could explain why I—a bodyworker and someone who had spent her entire life working with movement—was in chronic pain in the first place. After all, I was a dancer with solid “core” strength, control of my body, and an extensive knowledge of anatomy, physiology, and movement. I worked out five times a week and could kick my leg right up to my nose. Flexibility was never an issue. During the summers, I climbed mountains, and when my children were young, I could carry a baby in one arm and a stroller and groceries in the other arm without a problem. I was very strong. I had also had ten years of rigorous dance training at some of the premier dance schools in the world. All that knowledge and experience, however, didn’t keep me from being in discomfort and/or pain starting from the time I was forty-two years old, with the same problems cropping up time and again. What was it that I was missing? What was it that I hadn’t learned? Was I simply getting old and falling apart, a victim of the many injuries I’d had? After all, as one tends to hear when one hits thirty-five, “I wasn’t getting any younger!” Was aging really as bad as this? No, that thinking was intrinsically faulty. It was much simpler than that.




When I first began to experience chronic pain, I was working at a chiropractic office. I’d been a massage therapist for fifteen years and maintained a busy practice with happy, loyal clients. I began to notice a trend: many of these clients would visit their chiropractor once or twice a week, come in for their massage, and need to come back and start all over again the next week. It didn’t seem right. How could we have survived as a species this long without weekly massages and chiropractic adjustments? It occurred to me that these clients must be doing something with their bodies that caused them to regress each week. Our musculoskeletal structure can’t be so weak that we need someone to put it back into place for us every seven days. It just didn’t add up.




Somatic Education




In 1976, Thomas Hanna coined the term “somatics” to refer to the discipline of movement reeducation—or somatic education—which seeks to foster internal awareness of one’s body. To experience something somatically is to experience it in your body: i.e., to be aware of your own bodily sensations and movement from within. Somatic perception is, quite literally, your first-person experience of what it’s like to be in your body. Hanna noted that this kind of experience is distinctly different from experiencing your own body from the point of view of another person, such as a doctor, chiropractor, or massage therapist. Early pioneers in the field of somatic education include F. M. Alexander, Gerda Alexander, Elsa Gindler, and Moshe Feldenkrais. Yoga and tai chi can also be considered forms of somatic education. All these disciplines foster a deep sense of internal awareness and an ability to control one’s body in space. However, it is Thomas Hanna’s discovery of sensory motor amnesia, and his understanding of the reflex patterns our bodies create in response to stress, that distinguish Hanna Somatic Education from all other modalities past and present. It stands alone in its rapid and long-term effectiveness in teaching people to reverse some of the most mysterious (and supposedly structural) conditions responsible for chronic and often debilitating pain: sciatica, scoliosis, chronic back pain, herniated disks, and poor posture, to name a few.




Hanna began his 1988 book, Somatics, by relating the ancient riddle of the Sphinx: “What has one voice and yet becomes four-footed and two-footed and three-footed?” According to Greek mythology, Oedipus supplied the answer: the human being. We crawl on all fours in infancy, walk on two legs in adulthood, and then use a cane for support in our old age. Hanna’s breakthrough book posed the question of why medical science can protect us from diseases and disorders, extending our lives into our eighties and nineties, but can’t seem to explain why we develop muscle tension, stiffness, pain, and inflexibility as we age. Hanna debunked the myth of aging with his discovery of sensory motor amnesia, and used hands-on sessions and somatic exercises to teach those suffering from chronic pain to regain conscious control over and awareness of their own muscles. He advocated independence from the myriad health practitioners whom so many of us rely upon to “fix” us. He exhorted us to improve the function of our sensory motor system in order to regain sensation of and control over our own movements.




Sensory Motor Amnesia




Sensory motor amnesia occurs when your muscles are so tight that they simply won’t relax. They are “on” twenty-four hours a day. Even when you’re hanging out, enjoying yourself, relaxing, or doing nothing—those shoulders, that hip, that back just won’t relax. When massage, chiropractic, heat, cold, stretching, physical therapy, or just about anything else won’t relax the muscles for the long term, you probably have sensory motor amnesia.




What it took me a long time to realize, despite all my knowledge about fitness, movement, and bodywork, is that the brain and nervous system control the muscles. Within that connection between the brain and muscles (the sensory motor system), things can become “stuck,” due to the brain’s response to stress and its constant command to the muscles to tighten. When I learned that the only thing that can permanently change a muscle’s tone is engaging one’s brain through movement—well, I was almost embarrassed by the simplicity of it. Despite all my education, no one had included this bit of specific information in the curriculum. This was indeed the “missing link” for which I had been looking. Within a very short period of time, after having learned the basic concepts and the essential somatic movements in this book, I was able to move without the chronic hip pain that had sidelined me on and off for months. Finally, I was able to move with an ease I hadn’t felt in years. Best of all, I was aware of and able to feel exactly what I had been doing with my body—the very habits that caused the problem in the first place!




Stress is an unavoidable aspect of life. Hanna discovered that it isn’t the stress itself that causes muscular problems; rather, the way in which we reflexively react to stress over and over and over again throughout our lives determines whether or not we will develop SMA. Simply put, when we get stuck in our stress, then we are in trouble.




What Hanna observed over the course of twenty years of clinical practice was that when muscles become habitually and involuntarily contracted due to real-life stresses such as accidents, injuries, surgeries, major illnesses, repetitive movements, and even emotional situations, not only do those muscles lose their ability to relax, but the brain actually loses sensation of the muscles and forgets how to release them! The end result is tight, sore muscles, joint stiffness, a loss of smooth, controlled movement, and chronic pain. Hanna also observed that during the course of our lives our sensory motor system responds by contracting our muscles in very specific patterns. This can occur at any age. For example:





You’re a sixteen-year-old and every day you carry thirty pounds of books on your back, rushing to school, body bent forward. You spend four hours hunched over your computer, doing your homework, then communicating online with your friends. Your mom keeps telling you to stand up straight: you try, but you just can’t keep your chest open and your shoulders relaxed. You wind up with stooped shoulders and a painful neck and upper back at a very young age.




You are a young man in your mid-twenties, toned and muscular. You’re on the basketball court playing a fast-paced pickup game when your shot is blocked and somehow you fall, landing hard on your right hip. You get up, limp off the court (or maybe you even continue to play), are sore for a couple of days, then feel okay. Every once in a while, that side of your body feels tight. A year later, the knee on the opposite side of your body begins to hurt, even though you never injured your knee. Your hip joint has become extremely tight and you didn’t even notice it.




You’re a stay-at-home mother of three young children. You always have at least one child on your hip while you go about your daily routine. You have chronic back spasms, but only on one side of your back and buttocks. You find time to take a yoga class, but always come away feeling as if that one spot in your back won’t release. Your doctor diagnoses you with sciatica. He says that your skeletal structure has problems.




You’re eleven years old, and one day while you’re in school a practical joker pulls the chair out from under you. You land hard on your tailbone. You walk slightly bent over from the pain, protecting one side of your body. It happens again a couple of months later. For days afterward, you walk at a slight angle, protecting that painful lower back and pelvis. You sit with most of your weight on one buttock to protect against discomfort. Then at fourteen, you go through a growth spurt—four inches in one summer—and the pediatrician suddenly diagnoses you with scoliosis. One side of your waist muscles has become so tight that it has actually pulled the spine into a curve.




You’re seventy years old. You’ve had a busy life, were never particularly athletic, but you walked everywhere. In the past few years, your daily routine went by the wayside as you took care of your ailing husband, spending hours in the car or in a doctor’s office, sitting. You also put on a lot of weight due to your lack of exercise. Now you have trouble walking without pain in your knees. You’re told you have arthritis. You feel as if your joints are falling apart.





Every one of these scenarios describes a client of mine. Every one of them had sensory motor amnesia. And every one of them learned how to reverse their SMA so they could get back to a their normal lives without chronic muscular pain. Their problems weren’t a result of structural abnormalities. They were issues of sensory motor functioning. These people simply had tight muscles that wouldn’t relax. By learning how to use their bodies differently, they were able to positively affect their internal structures and reverse their pain.




The Role of the Brain




To use an analogy familiar to today’s computer generation, your brain is the “hard drive” that controls your entire muscular system. When it gets stuck in a feedback loop, then it forgets how to consciously control your muscles and coordinate movement. This is how SMA occurs.




Muscles never move unless the brain gives them a signal to move. It’s that simple. If your muscles keep getting the signal to contract—as they do when you tighten and raise your shoulders while you’re stuck in traffic or while you answer e-mails at work—they will remain in that position unless you intentionally relax them. Even if they don’t remain in an actively contracted position, you will at the very least develop an exaggerated level of muscular tension in your shoulders. Why is this? Because there are two very distinct parts of the brain that have to do with muscle movement: the motor cortex and the subcortex.




The cortex is, for simplicity’s sake, the motor of your brain. It receives information from your muscles and tells you how to move. Think back to when you learned how to ride a bicycle. You said to yourself, “Okay, first I get the bike going, then I pick up one foot, now the other, and now I need to balance” … and you invariably didn’t stay up for long. But after doing it again and again and adjusting your weight and your timing, you finally mastered the skill.




Now here’s why—as the saying goes—you never forget how to ride that bicycle once you’ve learned it: the subcortex. The subcortex is the part of your brain responsible for involuntary movement—that is to say, movement that is already learned and mastered, like eating, writing, throwing a ball, etc.




Let’s get back to those tight shoulders: your brain has responded to the stress of the traffic jam by telling your shoulders to tighten and hunch so habitually and consistently that now the shoulders never forget how to sit tighter and higher than is actually comfortable—just as a person never forgets how to ride a bicycle. You don’t even have to be in traffic anymore for those shoulders to be tight.




In another example, anyone who sits at a computer and has become completely absorbed by what’s on the screen knows how easy it is to slump and get comfortable as you type on the keyboard or surf the Internet. It’s no wonder that incidents of carpal tunnel syndrome and neck and shoulder problems are on the rise.




Remember that the brain teaches the muscles to move our bodies in the most efficient manner possible. If you sit for hours with your elbows bent, wrists immobile, and fingers typing away, the brain will teach the arm muscles to hold themselves tighter than usual so that they remain steady, and the neck muscles will hold your head right where it needs to be in order to read what’s on the screen. If you are working on a laptop, that downward tilt of your head can result in chronic neck tension.




If your workstation isn’t set up ergonomically, your brain will adjust so that your body becomes accustomed to the setup. Eventually this learned posture can lead to tension headaches, TMJ disorder, carpal tunnel syndrome, and neck and shoulder problems.







Let’s recap:




Traffic jam: motor cortex of the brain says, “Tighten shoulders.” (Or “Tighten neck” or “Tighten arms.") This happens again and again and again.




Subcortex finally says, “I got it; I’ve learned it. Go on to something else,” and takes over the automatic function of tightening the muscles.




Motor cortex goes on to learn something else.




You have effectively set your muscles on cruise control, just as you would set your car.




This is sensory motor amnesia.
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If you are working on a laptop, that downward tilt of the head can result in chronic neck tension.




Is It All in Your Head?




I often have clients ask me, “Do you think my pain is psychosomatic?” My answer is always a firm yes, but I don’t say it in an accusatory way. If you take the word “psychosomatic” apart, you have “psycho,” meaning mind, and “somatic,” meaning relating to the experience of your body in the first person. The mind and the body are one—inseparable—so it goes without saying that one will affect the other. It doesn’t mean that a person is crazy, a hypochondriac, or high-strung.




What most medical practitioners mean when they say “It’s all in your head” is that a person is just stressed, angry, anxious, or tightly wound, and could really stand to relax a little or just go on vacation. Or maybe address whatever emotional issue is creating the stress in the first place.




In fact, there is no doubt that one’s emotional state affects the state of one’s muscular system.




This much has already been proven through medical studies conducted decades ago. Dr. John Sarno, author of the 1984 book Mind Over Back Pain, wrote about emotional and psychological factors that can create chronic back pain. He felt that the medical profession was too quick to diagnose a structural problem or pathology before looking at the effect of emotional stress on back pain. All mental or emotional stress has the potential to create muscular tension. Ongoing stress can create chronic stress. Thomas Hanna said that “the prevalence of back pain has everything to do with the kind of lives that we live and the kind of society in which we live.” The way in which we approach our lives, mentally and emotionally, does impact our muscular system.




However, there’s something that doctors are missing when they ascribe all back pain to purely emotional or psychological factors: even if what is occurring is initiated by an emotional issue or psychological stress, your brain responds by tightening muscles. If a stress reflex, for example, is ongoing, your muscles habituate to the stress, or, if the stress is sudden and violent (as in an accident), the muscular contraction will become involuntary and therefore “stuck” and “frozen” in order to prevent further injury. Every thought that goes through your brain is responded to muscularly in your body, whether it is a thought of joy, excitement (as in the experience of watching a scary movie), anticipation, anxiety, fear, or anger. This is part of the finely tuned workings of the sensory motor system (the system in your brain that controls your body): everything that we feel emotionally, sense in our bodies, or experience in our environment is sent as sensory feedback to the brain. The brain integrates this information, and sends motor (movement) commands in response. If any of these stressful situations is long-term or traumatic enough, sensory motor amnesia will take hold. It is then up to you and your brain to regain sensation and control of your muscles and get back to a state of relaxation.




Even if you talk openly about your stress, and rid yourself of suppressed anger and resentment, you still might be left with residual patterns of muscular pain. Serious pain. And that pain is probably the muscular pain of sensory motor amnesia. For those who are sure that emotional or psychological stress is contributing to their pain, it is a wonderful idea to combine a program of somatic education with some other kind of professional therapy that deals directly with emotional issues. Becoming aware of how you respond reflexively in an emotional sense is very helpful in achieving the goal of self-awareness, self control, and physical independence.




It’s tough for those who’ve “tried everything,” as I so often hear—those who, despite their best efforts to meditate, chill out, relax, and the like, can’t eliminate their pain. Here’s where I can help you. Understanding how sensory motor amnesia occurs—and then practicing the gentle movements and innovative techniques you will learn in this book—will help you to become more self-aware, self-monitoring, and self-correcting. You will begin to notice how you reflexively respond when emotions take over, or when unhappiness, anxiety, or the demands of our twenty-first-century life threaten to overwhelm you. Every day we adapt to a changing world, both physically and emotionally. We jump into action or protect ourselves from upset or injury. And sometimes we get stuck in that state of adaptation. By becoming aware of how you deal with life’s stresses on a daily basis, you can learn how not to get stuck in your stress!




The Three Reflexes




Thomas Hanna mapped out three distinct, full-body reflexive patterns that people adopt in response to stress. You may look at one of these and think, “That’s me!” All three reflexes are important to be able to intentionally go into and come out of—we want to be able to arch and tighten our backs, round ourselves forward, and bend and twist to the side when we want to. We just don’t want to get stuck in any one of these patterns.




Green Light Reflex




This reflex, also called the Landau Reflex, is a “call to action” reflex, invoked when there is a need to respond to ongoing demands or stress. We live in an industrialized society in which we are constantly moving, on the go, and working overtime. Our back muscles are constantly tightening to respond to the need to get things done. Think of how you feel when the phone rings, the alarm clock goes off, or you rush out the door in the morning. The back muscles tighten to move us forward so we can accomplish all that we have on our plates. This reflex first occurs at about five months old, when, as infants, we contract our backs to lift our heads and begin to learn to move forward in the world. The Green Light Reflex looks like a soldier at attention: the shoulders are pulled back, the neck is tucked in, the pelvis is tilted, and the back muscles are tight and arched. If you can remember back to your childhood when your mother said “Stand up straight!” this was the posture you probably assumed. When habituated, this reflex contributes to a host of conditions like sciatica, lower back pain, neck and shoulder pain, herniated disks, and jaw pain.
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Green Light Reflex: Our back muscles are constantly tightening to respond to the need to get things done.




Red Light Reflex




Also known as the Startle Reflex, this reflex is a primitive and universal pattern common to all vertebrate animals that occurs in response to anxiety, apprehension, fear, or any real or perceived threat. This posture is also becoming more common nowadays as a functional habituation (not an emotional response) to long hours slumped over at the computer.
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