

[image: image]


THE NEW RULES

OF
POSTURE
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EXPLORATIONS AND PRACTICES
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1. YOUR CONSCIOUS BODY

Your Neutral Breath
A Stressful Moment
Simple Pleasure
Walking Inventory
Your Best Foot
Heel Strike
Pelvic Mobility
Arm Swing
Spinal Mobility
Head and Neck
Stabilizing Actions
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2. YOUR BODY’S INTERNET

Postural Sway
Fascial Continuity
Sacroiliac Rocking
Holistic Impact
Counterrotation of Pelvis and Chest
Curling and Arching
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3. THE ROOT OF POSTURE

Pelvis Palpation
The Pelvic Floor Diamond
The Anal Triangle
Slouching
Supported Sitting
Bending Over
Perceptual Fine Tuning
Smart Reclining
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4. HEALTHY BREATHING

Quiet Breathing
Active Breathing
Global Breathing Awareness
Breathing in Your Back
Inhaling Beauty
Exhaling Surrender
The Spaciousness and Weight of Breathing
Breathing in Gravity
Slowing Your Breath with Sound
Healthy Breathing, Healthy Posture
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5. CORE CONNECTIONS

Activating Your TA through the Pelvic Floor
Activating Your TA from a Table Position
Activating Your TA Lying Down
A Shortcut to the Inner Corset
Flying Table
Bending Forward and Bending Down
Posture as Relationship
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6. YOUR HEART’S MESSENGERS

A Tour of Your Shoulders
Closing Your Shoulders
Shoulder Expression
Leverage
Shoulder Blade Pulses
Handprints on the Wall
Serratus Shortcut
Seated Sphinx
Reaching
Wall Traction
First Aid for Your “Mouse Arm”
Sacred Touch, Living Touch
Two-way Touching
Lifting Something Heavy
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7. FOOTPRINTS

Self-assessment of Your Feet
Your Foot’s Dimple
Relaxing Your Arches
Footprints on the Wall
Opening Your Feet
Alternating Pressure between Forefoot and Heel
Rocking from Stance Foot to Walking Foot
Stepping into Your Whole Heel
Help for Bunions
Aligning Your Legs
Shifting Sands
Sitting to Standing
Pushing the Floor
Sacred Ground
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8. FACING THE WORLD

Jaw and Tongue Tensions
Nose and Palate Tension
Jaw and Inner Ear
Distinguishing Cranium and Face
Narrow Focus and Open Focus
Releasing Eye Tension
Receptive Eyes
Welcoming the World
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9. HEALTHY WALKING

Stop and Go
Wall Traction Enhanced
Flying Table Enhanced
Hip Rotation
Counterrotation
Pelvic Gyroscope
Seated Spine Spirals
Initiating a Step
One Step
One Step with Rotation
Forget About It
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10. ARTICULATE LIVING

Body Parts Art
Acceleration
Your Best Walk
Your Worst Walk
Walking Your Way out of a Funk



FOREWORD

Although there are sometimes structural reasons that 
			prevent balanced posture and good use of the body, most of us are guilty 
			of misusing our body machinery due to habit. As with all habits, these 
			postural ones seem to be such a large part of our make-up that change 
			appears impossible, difficult, or unnecessary. What Mary Bond has succeeded 
			in doing in this delightfully written text is to demystify the processes 
			required for the creation of better body usage.

The fact that most visits to physicians involve pain 
			as a major symptom, and that most pain problems relate to the muscles 
			and joints, shows just how important better body usage is. The muscles 
			and joints are the tissues that bear the strain—and end up complaining—when 
			we misuse our bodies while sitting, standing, walking, lifting, driving 
			the car, and performing the multiple movements, in a host of postures, 
			that make life worth living in our work and in our leisure activities. 
			Body usage—good and bad—also has a direct impact on how our inner world 
			of communications (nervous system), circulation, digestion and other 
			functions work (or don’t work), and is also a representation of mood, 
			feelings, and personality. In addition to healthy muscle and joint usage, 
			The New Rules of Posture explains the importance of the wonderful connective 
			web that invests and supports all other soft tissues: the fascia.

At its very simplest it is worth remembering that 
			the musculoskeletal system is the largest energy user in the body by 
			a large margin, and when we misuse it and waste energy we are also loading 
			a burden of strain onto areas (whether feet, knees, pelvic joints, spine, 
			or neck) that will ultimately demonstrate disapproval of being misused 
			by becoming tired, painful, and dysfunctional. As our joints and muscles 
			start to complain, we too may also find ourselves becoming tired, pained, 
			and less functional.

Poor postural habits are, however, only part of the 
			story. This book also contains an excellent exploration of breathing, 
			another area of poor habit that has enormous implications in relation to well-being—both 
			physical and emotional.

Mary Bond explains all this material in an uncomplicated, 
			elegant style. Using examples and experiential exercises combined with 
			science-and experience-based explanations of what needs to be done—and 
			how to do it—she shows how to reverse the inevitable decline into pain 
			and dysfunction that follows misusing what has been called the “primary 
			machinery of life.”

To change any habit—and poor posture and poor use 
			are mainly habits—requires, as a starting point, understanding. The 
			explanations given in this book set the scene for understanding, making 
			possible the next stage of learning—how to use our bodies more efficiently 
			and safely.

Therapists as well as anyone seeking relief from 
				the pain that results from poor postural habits should explore this gem 
			of a book and follow its advice.

LEON CHAITOW, 
N.D., D.O.
HONORARY FELLOW, 
SCHOOL OF INTEGRATED HEALTH

UNIVERSITY OF WESTMINSTER, LONDON



PREFACE

One of my students gave me the assignment to write 
			this volume. I’d been helping her discover how to sit and stand in ways 
			that reduced the effects of her job-related stress. She was impressed 
			that the simple things I showed her could make such a difference in 
			her comfort. “There ought to be a manual,” she said, “an owner’s manual 
			for your body.”

The New Rules of Posture is that manual. The rules 
			are new because they differ from the old rules, which teach posture 
			as body alignment that is unrelated to what we feel. These new rules 
			apply to our whole experience of living in our bodies as we move in 
			relationship to the world around us. They are holistic because they 
			approach posture as the expression of both mind and body.

A significant contributor to the holistic view of 
			the body was Ida Rolf, who, in the 1950s developed a technique she called 
			Structural Integration. Rolf’s unique contribution was to view the human 
			stance as being in relationship with the pull of gravity. Structural 
			Integration, better known by its nickname, Rolfing, manually releases 
			physical tensions that prevent the balanced alignment we call good posture.
			

In 1969, as a dancer ever searching for more flexibility 
			and balance, I found that Rolfing gave me what I wanted. It also introduced 
			me to an intelligence within my body, an experience so profound that 
			I abandoned the dance studio to train with Ida Rolf. What I could not 
			know at the time was that sharing the experience of embodiment with 
			others would become my life’s mission.

People who have had firsthand experience with Structural 
			Integration know that it is far more than a manual therapy. Rolfing is, 
			in fact, a philosophy; it is an inquiry into the nature of human embodiment. 
			My hope is that The New Rules of Posture can help channel Rolf’s inquiry 
			into a mainstream conversation.

Since Rolf’s death in 1979, many people have furthered 
			her theory and techniques. Three of these contributors have profoundly 
			influenced my understanding of posture and movement. The model of walking 
			presented in chapter 9 is based on the work of Gael Ohlgren and David 
			Clark of the Rolf Institute. Hubert Godard of the University of Paris 
			and the Rolf Institute has brought Rolf’s ideas to life in a theory 
			about the perceptual nature of the body’s interaction with gravity. 
			My emphasis on reeducating the body through training the senses stems 
			from my study with Godard. If Rolf’s ideas are the foundation of this 
			book, Godard’s are its keystone.

My thanks to Ruth Barnes, Caroline Lewis Burton, 
			and Sally Sevey Fitt for their helpful advice, to Stephen P. Miller 
			for the lovely artwork, to Susan Davidson and the staff of Healing Arts 
			Press, and to Katherine Kirby, D.C., whose editing made all the difference.



INTRODUCTION

WHAT ARE THE NEW RULES OF POSTURE?


We are all sculptors and painters, and our material is our 
					own flesh and blood and bones.

HENRY DAVID THOREAU



“Hi there,” said the pretty checker as she reached across the counter to scan my purchases. In an instant her friendly smile dissolved. “Oh, man! I’ve got to get to the chiropractor.” 
				I watched as she twisted her torso this way and that, trying to 
				relieve the pain without attracting too much attention, but she 
				had mine. Why was an attractive 20-something complaining about her 
				body to a customer? True, it was closing time, the end of a long 
				day, but it was only Wednesday and the new Target had been open 
				less than a week. Her nametag said Carmen. Maybe she was in a fender 
				bender, I thought, and that’s why she’s looking for a doctor. But 
				it was just as likely that the way she used her body had her tied 
				in knots.

As a movement therapist, it’s my job to correct 
				the poor posture and poor movement habits that underlie my clients’ 
				complaints and symptoms. People often consult with me as a last 
				resort when conventional medical approaches have failed to give 
				them relief. Sometimes it takes months of gradual change for someone 
				to transform her posture enough to eliminate pain, but sometimes 
				there’s a quick and easy fix. I wondered whether I might find just 
				the right comment to set Carmen on the road to healthy posture.

If I was to say something helpful, I needed to 
				hit the mark with my assessment and offer a solution that would 
				work right away. Most people have little patience for complicated 
				advice about body maintenance. I scanned her body, trying not to 
				be obvious. After all, she hadn’t really asked for my help.

I watched her moving behind the counter. As she 
				reached for my change, folding inward at the waist as she must have 
				done dozens of times that day, my own body signaled, “Ouch!” There 
				it was, I felt sure: low back pain. Carmen was among the 85 percent 
				of Americans who experience back pain sometime in their lives.

I ran down a mental list of potential ergonomic
problems. The checker’s workstation was a good
height for her stature. It was neither so low that it
forced her to stoop, nor so high that it made her hike
up her shoulders to operate the cash register.

Next I considered the store’s lighting. Although
the fluorescent lights were overly bright, the checkout
counter was near a window so there was plenty
of natural light to counteract the overhead glare.
Carmen wasn’t squinting, but what about her eyesight? Sometimes eye strain makes people hunch
over their work. Poor posture caused by poor vision
can persist even after vision has been corrected. But
Carmen’s neck seemed free, with no trace of the
forward-straining neck tension that accompanies
faulty eyesight or hearing.

I glanced at the floor. Only a thin rubber mat
protected the checker’s feet from the concrete floor. Hard surfaces take a toll on the best of feet. Without
good shoes, both feet and spine will suffer from long
hours standing on such an unyielding surface, but
Carmen’s shoes looked sturdy. Barring foot problems
that I couldn’t see, the shoes seemed supportive
enough.

[image: image]

Fig. I.1. The way Carmen is bending
over her work reveals poor
abdominal support.

Okay, then, what could I observe about the young
woman’s spine? As she stood there, Carmen’s lower
back looked balanced, neither overly straight nor
overly curved. Could she freely bend and straighten
it? When she leaned forward, I observed a smooth
release of back muscles that let her vertebrae separate
slightly as they must to allow forward bending.
So, there was no problem with her flexibility.
Her buttocks weren’t tucking under either—a habit
that might fix her lower back in a bent position that
could make straightening up painful. It seemed that
her spine was as adaptable as it looked.

Finally I saw both problem and solution. Carmen
was stuck in a pattern I usually associated with women older than thirty, so it had taken me a while to 
				notice. Camouflaged within the girl’s tight jeans was a flaccid belly—not 
				a fat belly, just an under-active one. I watched as she bent to retrieve 
				a box of tissues that had fallen to the floor. She straightened and 
				then reached down again for a shopping bag. Each time she bent down, 
				her belly bulged forward. In healthy forward bending, the abdominal 
				organs settle back into the abdominal cavity. Because Carmen’s abdominal 
				muscles were lax, her organs fell forward, putting unnecessary drag 
				on her lower vertebrae. She desperately needed abdominal support.

If only I could show this woman how to engage 
				what I call the inner corset. In my mind’s eye, she grew statuesque. 
				I imagined her jeans fitting better, her chest opening, her shoulders 
				relaxing, and her back pain a distant memory. And, with better abdominal 
				support, Carmen might unexpectedly benefit from improved digestion. 
				Emotionally, she’d be better able to contain her “gut feelings” 
				and have better boundaries in her relationships.

She’d bagged my purchases by now. It would take 
				only minutes to explain. . . .

But it was closing time. Shoppers, many of them 
				no doubt also wishing for a chiropractic adjustment, clamored in 
				line behind me, hoping to get the kids to bed before ten. I handed 
				Carmen my card. “I can help you with your back,” I said as the customer 
				behind me jostled into place. The checker gave me a blank look. 
				“Have a good night,” she said.


YOUR POSTURE IS YOUR STORY

The book you’re holding in your hands is 
					my attempt to show you what I wanted to show Carmen: the relationship 
					between your posture, your pain, your habits of movement, and 
					your aging process. Our culture’s assumption about getting older 
					is that posture will deteriorate and the body will become a 
					burden. If this is our belief, it is no wonder that we’d rather 
					not think about caring for our bodies.

Perhaps you, like Carmen, are still in your 
					twenties and not yet giving thought to growing older. Aging 
					happens to us all, however, and knowing how to use your body 
					well will make a huge difference in how you experience the process. 
					Carmen, if she does not change her habitual way of doing things, 
					will find herself at age fifty with hunched shoulders, a forward 
					head, a thickened waist, and a protruding belly. She’ll try 
					to straighten up but will find that holding herself erect demands 
					too much effort. Added to her back pain will be a host of other symptoms: headaches, 
					a sore shoulder, digestive problems, and, although she won’t 
					like to talk about it, urinary incontinence. She’ll find it hard 
					to enjoy the kind of things she now loves to do, like salsa 
					dancing on Friday nights.

Such a picture is not an unfamiliar one, 
					but it does not have to be true once you understand how to manage 
					your body in harmony with the principles set forth in this book. 
					You can have a body that stands gracefully and moves effortlessly 
					throughout life when you learn to use it the way it is designed 
					to be used. It is never too soon, or too late, to create healthier 
					posture.

Most people think about posture as the body’s 
					alignment or position when sitting or standing still. Good posture 
					is commonly defined in terms of the contours of the upper body—the 
					chest, shoulders, spine, and neck. Although people may be aware 
					that balance over the feet has something to do with good posture, 
					this usually is not what they consider first.

If this is your definition, I’d like to help 
					you to expand it. I see posture not as how you hold your body 
					when you’re still but as how you carry it while you’re moving. 
					This distinction reveals posture to be a dynamic activity rather 
					than a static attitude. Your posture is generated by your movement—by the way you carry yourself as you proceed through your life.

To determine whether your posture is healthy 
					or not, I would want to see how you move, and I would consider 
					the movement of your entire body, from soles to crown. Healthy 
					posture is characterized by an easy grace, with movement flowing 
					effortlessly between limbs and trunk. The movement of someone 
					with unhealthy posture looks disconnected and labored.

How we carry our bodies evolved from how 
					we were supported and regarded by other people from the time 
					we were born. How Carmen bends over could derive from hundreds 
					of experiences that have shaped her body usage. She was tall 
					as a teenager, so perhaps her slouch was an attempt to be eye-to-eye 
					with shorter boyfriends. It could have to do with not wanting 
					to be a center of attention. She could feel imprisoned by her 
					job or resentful about the way her life is going. Maybe the 
					compression in her gut has to do with a baseball that knocked 
					the wind out of her when she was fourteen. Whatever the source 
					of her tensions, they have distorted her body to the extent 
					that, at the ripe old age of twenty-two, her posture is creating 
					pain.

Your posture emerges from your interactions 
					with the world around you. It emerges out of how you orient 
					yourself to the events of your life, how those events feel in your body, and how you move toward 
					or away from the people or things involved. In time, your responses 
					program the way you stand and move.

In addition to being shaped by your personal 
					history, posture is also influenced by cultural and religious 
					standards, by geographical features such as crowded streets 
					or open terrain, by weather and clothing, and by media images 
					that dictate what is attractive. Underlying all these relationships 
					with the world is another more foundational one: your relationship 
					with gravity.

Our bodies are inherently unstable because 
					they are designed for mobility. The skeleton—basically an assemblage 
					of struts, stilts, and levers—has hundreds of mobile joints. 
					The muscles and other tissues that bind the skeleton together, 
					and the organs contained within it, are nearly 70 percent water, 
					making them even more mobile. The instability of this design 
					renders our bodies plastic enough to adapt to the internal fluctuations 
					of breathing, digestion, and other life processes as well as 
					to the variety of positions we assume as we move about. However, 
					without some means of securing such a mobile arrangement against 
					gravity’s downward pull, it would be impossible to take a single 
					step. Gravity, as Sir Isaac Newton told us long ago, dictates 
					falling.

For the most part, we do not fall because 
					our bodies are programmed to negotiate with gravity. As we grow, 
					creeping and crawling our way onto two legs, the nervous system 
					coordinates our motions with increasing sophistication. As toddlers 
					reaching out for a bright red ball, we pushed against the ground, 
					first with knees and later with feet, as we struggled to outwit 
					gravity and move towards our goal. Through trial and error, 
					we learned to stabilize our bodies so we could control our limbs 
					and move with purpose. Once walking, we then figured out how 
					to run and play and work, always poised between falling and 
					not falling.

We cannot separate posture from movement 
					or activity from how we stabilize our bodies in order to act. 
					How we stabilize ourselves determines our posture and the freedom, 
					efficiency, and grace with which we move. The essence of posture, 
					then, is the unique way in which each of us negotiates between 
					moving and holding still in relationship to gravity.




ORIENTING AND STABILIZING

We organize our posture in two ways: by orienting 
					our body in space and by stabilizing it so we can move without 
					falling.

Orienting is the process of knowing where you are before 
					you move. If you’re lost in the mountains, you orient yourself 
					by looking for familiar landmarks. Upon waking from a dream, 
					you orient yourself by recognizing the clock on the bedside 
					table. With regard to your body, you orient yourself by sensing 
					support from the ground and by being aware of the space surrounding 
					your body. Although they are usually unconscious reactions, 
					these sensory impressions let you feel secure enough to move. 
					Your perceptions also help you automatically align your physical 
					structure, centering it along a vertical line between earth 
					and sky. In this way, your orienting perceptions help you resist 
					gravity’s demand.

For most of us, one of our orienting perceptions 
					is less clear than the other. If the sensation of support from 
					the ground is weak, we unconsciously feel insubstantial. We 
					may brace ourselves with tension as a way of staying grounded, 
					or we may literally gain weight to counteract a sense of being 
					adrift.

On the other hand, if our awareness of the 
					space surrounding our bodies is limited, we become too rooted 
					to move expansively. By limiting our point of view, excessive 
					grounding can keep us holding on to beliefs, jobs, or relationships 
					long after it is time for us to move on. Whether we are overly 
					grounded or not grounded enough, our faulty perceptions make 
					us feel insecure, and we deal with this by unconsciously seeking 
					stability in other ways.

Although orienting takes place through sensory 
					perception of what is outside the body, stabilizing occurs through 
					muscular activity within it. We stabilize our bodies by stiffening 
					one part to give leverage to another part. For example, when 
					you open a jar, one hand stabilizes the jar so the other can 
					turn the lid. If the lid is stuck tight, you unconsciously stiffen 
					muscles along one whole side of your body to help immobilize 
					the jar. In a similar way, when you walk, the muscles of one 
					leg contract to provide an instant of stability so your other 
					leg can swing forward.

Our muscles wrap around our skeletons in 
					layers, like layers of clothing. In general, the outer muscle 
					layers produce the visible motions of the arms, legs, and trunk, 
					while deeper muscles provide support for joints and internal 
					organs. Contraction of these deep muscles lets us create the 
					stability we need to control our actions.

If we are well oriented to our surroundings, we can stabilize ourselves in ways that allow our bodies to remain open 
					and expressive. But if orientation is insufficient, we compensate by stabilizing 
					too much. We contract our muscles in ways that diminish our dimensions, making our 
					bodies shorter, narrower, or flatter, and effectively closing 
					them. We do this by means of subtle contractions of muscles 
					that lie in the deep layers of our bodies. These inward protective, 
					stabilizing acts are as expressive as any outward gesture, like 
					the traffic cop’s outstretched hand that signals “stop.”

Such internal closure compresses our joints 
					and internal organs and limits our capacity to adapt to life’s 
					demands. By steeling ourselves in relation to events in the 
					world around us, we build, little by little, poor movement habits 
					and unhealthy posture.

We accumulate these habits of internal closure 
					through our repeated attempts to stabilize our lives. Whenever 
					we feel overwhelmed, we experience some degree of deficiency 
					in our perception of the ground, our surroundings, or both. 
					The resulting insecurity arouses a basic fear—the fear of falling. 
					This, in turn, increases our need to stabilize our bodies.

Suppose you’re interacting with an abusive 
					boss. Without realizing it, you hold some part of your body 
					still in order to manage your behavior during the confrontation. 
					Tension in your jaw, throat, or shoulders keeps you from lashing 
					out and losing your job. Tension in your hips or feet keeps 
					you from storming out of the room. Similar tensions may arise 
					when you deal with relatives’ expectations of you or during 
					a disagreement with a friend.

Pain also demands stabilization. When something 
					hurts, we instinctively grasp the injured part with our hands. 
					Striving to keep the wounded area as still as possible, we move 
					the rest of the body around that still point. When something 
					hurts intensely, we immobilize almost everything. People who 
					are experiencing lower back pain move this way.

We also hold our bodies still in response 
					to the dangers in our lives or to insults, memories, or even 
					imagined events. Threats may have been physical or nonphysical. 
					You could have been hit by a baseball, by a truck, or by harsh 
					words. Whatever the circumstance, it was, or felt like it was, 
					life-threatening at the time. When events spin out of control, 
					most people respond by holding tight within the body’s interior. 
					This can be an attempt to protect vulnerable internal organs 
					or, like a rabbit cornered by a coyote, to hold so still as 
					to become invisible. Unlike a rabbit, which shakes itself and 
					hops away when the threat has passed, humans tend to retain 
					their internal tensions. The awkward movements of many people 
					on city sidewalks are manifestations of such protective closure.

When threats are repeated, our protective 
					responses become chronic tensions—often secret even from ourselves—held 
					within the cores of our bodies. The responses become habitual because they worked: 
					we survived. Although the initial danger has long past, we continue 
					to experience a version of the original reaction whenever we 
					experience stress. Even inconsequential stress—a broken fingernail, 
					a traffic jam, a bad phone connection—evokes a remnant of emergency 
					tension.

Slowly but surely, protective tensions erode 
					our open orientation to earth and sky. Our plastic, mobile bodies 
					become closed and solidified by the ways in which we stabilize 
					ourselves. Excess stabilization shortens us as we age and, by 
					reducing the range of motion of our joints, limits our enjoyment 
					and expression of life. By overstabilizing, we fall, in slow 
					motion, into gravity’s embrace.

This book gives you tools for preventing or reversing this process.




SIX HEALTHY POSTURE ZONES

It will be evident by now that healing your 
					posture cannot be a quick fix, although posture improvement programs 
					usually promise just that. Conventional programs focus on reshaping 
					your body’s outer form. They teach you to align your body along 
					a vertical line through your ears, shoulders, hips, and ankles—the 
					line of gravity’s pull—and to strengthen muscles to maintain 
					that alignment. While it is true that most people hold their 
					bodies behind gravity’s axis, simply positioning the body more 
					forward is merely a mechanical adjustment. It does nothing to 
					change your perceptual relationship with gravity or the world 
					around you. The activity of changing your perceptions is what 
					makes changes in posture sustainable.

Your deeply ingrained orienting and stabilizing 
					habits determine how readily you can sustain any outer adjustments 
					to your posture. Take “shoulders back” for example. It is uncomfortable 
					to hold this shoulder placement for long if tension within the 
					body is drawing the torso down and forward. In a struggle between 
					outer and inner, between shoulders and gut, the gut will always 
					win. In addition to strengthening the shoulders to hold them 
					back, we also need to practice the creation of new sensations 
					within our bellies and chests. Healing posture entails more 
					than just strengthening muscles to hold our bodies in alignment.

Through the perceptual approach presented in this book, you will realize that healthy posture is not an ideal shape toward which you must strive, or even something you must do differently with your body. Instead it is something different that you learn to feel. By approaching postural change from the inside out, the new rules of posture help
you develop new sense memories for what feels balanced
and stable. These sensations automatically
bring your body into alignment with gravity. For
most people, this means that their bodies will balance
more forward over their feet. Their bodies will
also lengthen and be taller.
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Fig. I.2. The six posture zones.

This does not mean that fitness is irrelevant to
your posture. Without strength and flexibility, you
cannot maintain an adaptable relationship with
gravity. If your only exercise is a click of the remote,
you are more likely to trip over a curb or emotionally
crumble under a snarled relationship than you would
be if you took time for a daily walk or workout.

Exercise without body awareness, however, can
actually make poor posture worse. By strengthening
your muscles around a compressed infrastructure,
you close your body more, solidifying your body’s
imbalances. By identifying and correcting specific
tensions within your body, as this book will show
you, you will add posture-enhancing benefits to any
fitness program.

The New Rules of Posture helps you explore
six regions of your body involved in creating open
or closed stability, depending on how you use these
regions. The posture zones include your breathing
muscles, abdomen, pelvic floor, hands, feet, and
head. The first three of these key areas are structures
that contain your body’s core and through which you
stabilize yourself internally. The last three help you
orient to and relate with the world. The six regions
are connected anatomically, so activity—tension or
release—in any one area always affects the others.

By learning the correct use of each posture zone,
you build open stabilization within your body and
open orientation to the world around you. As you
work with the posture zones, you will identify tensions
that close and compress your body. You will replace closing tensions with new sensations of stability 
					and with new ways to orient yourself to situations and people. 
					Gradually, you will exchange closure for an open stability that 
					feels even more secure because it lets you move freely. Also, 
					because posture is generated by movement, the way you move will 
					change. In these ways, you will restore your body’s natural 
					alignment. Then, with gravity as a dynamic partner, you will 
					raise your potential for grace, efficiency, and vitality.

This book coaches you through this process, 
					and, like any good coach, it teaches you to coach yourself.




HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

The New Rules of Posture is not a typical 
					self-help book in that it does not offer a formula that works 
					the same way for everyone. It can’t, because each person’s posture 
					is the result of a complex set of habits blended together in 
					a unique way. What the book does offer are principles of structure 
					and movement that will help you learn how to best use your body. 
					As you coach yourself through the accompanying exercises, you 
					will bring your body into harmony with those principles.

The book is organized into four parts. Part 
					1, “Awareness” (chapters 1 and 2), readies you for the transformational 
					work in the ensuing parts. In part 2, “Stability” (chapters 
					3–5), you will learn about ways to stabilize your body’s core. 
					Part 3, “Orientation” (chapters 6–8), explores the relationship 
					between how you touch and perceive your environment and how 
					you stabilize yourself and move. Every chapter includes explorations 
					to increase your awareness, examples of simple anatomy that 
					will help ground your awareness in physical reality, and tips 
					on using your new awareness in daily life. Specific issues like 
					lower back pain and repetitive stress injuries are also addressed. 
					Part 4, “Motion” (chapters 9 and 10), draws everything together 
					into a comprehensive experience of healthy posture in daily 
					life. This includes walking and ways to incorporate principles 
					of healthy posture into your fitness regime.

Approaching your posture from the inside 
					out, you will not be trying to train your muscles into assuming 
					an ideal shape. Instead, you will be developing sensations and 
					perceptions that allow healthy posture to occur. This will involve 
					a different style of exercise than what you may be used to.

The exercises in this book are of two types. 
					Explorations are exercises that you will do once or twice to 
					appreciate something about how your body works or could work. To do them, you’ll need to put 
					the book down, find a place where you will not be distracted, 
					and devote several minutes to becoming more intimately acquainted 
					with your body. Other exercises, called practices, involve more 
					time and commitment. Although they do not require great effort, 
					they do need your undivided attention. The practices are more 
					like meditations than they are like conventional exercises and 
					will not be effective if they are performed in a mechanical 
					way. Your ability to focus on subtle body sensations will increase 
					as you move through the book and as the practices increase in 
					complexity.

Together, the explorations and practices 
					will take you on a journey through the internal tensions that 
					determine the outer shape of your posture. As you explore the 
					subtlety of your tensions, you may encounter your body—and your 
					self—in unexpected ways. You may discover tensions you didn’t 
					know you had and bring parts of your body that have lost awareness 
					back to life.

For the journey, you need to bring along 
					your curiosity and a spirit of adventure. Along the way, you 
					will meet a cast of characters who, like Carmen, need help understanding 
					their bodies. You’ll watch as they transform their poor postures 
					and eliminate pain through their commitment to body consciousness. 
					The characters are composites of my students, and their stories 
					were chosen to bring life to typical posture problems and solutions.

I suggest reading the book straight through 
					once to get an overview of the program. This initial overview 
					may be daunting in that you’ll become aware of the many influences 
					on your posture. Don’t let that stop you. Then go back and explore 
					the book, working through it one chapter at a time. Experience 
					each chapter, do the work, and trust that healthy posture will 
					evolve. Don’t set out to keep track of everything at once. If 
					you do, you’ll use the part of your brain that is good at analyzing 
					things but clumsy at coordinating your body. By making progress 
					in each zone, your whole body improves because the posture zones 
					are interconnected.

If paying attention to your body is new to 
					you, pursuing the program can have its ups and downs. Some practices 
					may seem confusing or so subtle that you’ll wonder whether you’re 
					accomplishing anything. Be assured, as long as you keep paying 
					attention, you will make progress. Keep traveling though the 
					book, skipping any practices you don’t understand. When you 
					return to them later, they will make more sense. Coach yourself 
					gently. Adopt the attributes of the best coaches: patience, 
					persistence, and a sense of humor.

How much time you devote to developing healthy posture 
					depends on you. If you can only spare fifteen minutes out of 
					your day, begin with that. Even a few minutes of focused awareness 
					will have a beneficial effect. Most of the practices can and 
					should be incorporated into your daily living once you understand 
					them. That means your posture practice can take place while 
					you’re taking a walk, making the bed, sitting at your desk, 
					or working out at the gym.

In fact, the awareness you gain through working 
					with this book will amplify the benefits you gain from any exercise. 
					It will also improve your performance in any activity. Through 
					the methods set forth here, I’ve watched golfers refine their 
					swings, runners improve their times, and yoga practitioners 
					find effortless balance. Lovers have even reported more satisfying 
					lovemaking.

If you can, share your adventure in body 
					awareness with a friend. New habits take hold better when they 
					are witnessed by others. Better yet, form a group to explore 
					the new rules of posture, using this book as your frame of reference. 
					You’ll find suggestions for doing this in the afterword.

How long it will take to feel improvement 
					varies from person to person. As I said earlier, there’s no 
					quick fix for something so complex as posture. As long as you 
					decide that healing your posture is important and make time 
					for it, transformation will occur. The more you use your body 
					as it is designed to be used, the better your posture will become 
					and the better it will feel. Conversely, poor use invites deterioration. 
					You can get better or you can get worse, but gravity will not 
					allow you to stay the same. What this adds up to is that keeping 
					your posture healthy is a lifelong endeavor. This book is your 
					reference, your how-to manual, and your travel guide.

The new rules of posture, simply stated, are:


	Cultivate healthy posture through a process of self-study. You will need to create new sense memories for what feels balanced and stable through the means suggested in the following chapters.

	Remember that your posture is a dynamic activity, not a static position you can assume and then forget about. Your posture is the ongoing perceptual process by which you orient yourself to gravity and to your relationship with the people, objects, and events in your world.






LIVING IN YOUR BODY

Imagine yourself strolling though a pleasant 
					neighborhood some sunny afternoon. You notice five-year-olds 
					dancing through a sprinkler, their bodies like bobbing corks. 
					Spines resilient and arms flying, the children hop, leap, squat, 
					and jump without a trace of effort.

Further on, passing a Burger King, you see 
					those same children ten years older, with their chests depressed, 
					shoulders rounded, tails tucked under, and heads hanging. What 
					intervening trauma, shame, peer pressure, fashion, rebellion, 
					and failure of physical education have wrought such poor posture?

Ten years later (in Starbucks now), that 
					posture manifests as occasional jaw pain; headaches; and neck, 
					shoulder, or low back pain. With such intermittent complaints, 
					most twenty-somethings plunge into their thirties, perhaps starting 
					a fitness program, perhaps just getting by on youthful vigor. 
					Creative in adorning their bodies, they have not yet been faced 
					with responsibility for their bodies’ well-being.

Long hours at ill-fitting workstations and 
					worse-fitting car seats take their toll. In their forties, fifties, 
					and later, protruding abdomens, dowager’s humps, sciatica, and 
					bunions get the better of these people and they look around 
					for help. Doctors stand ready to suction, cut, and medicate, 
					but the wiser and luckier of these people turn to yoga, alternative 
					fitness programs like Pilates, and alternative healing methods 
					including bodywork and movement therapy.

Carmen, we’ll see, doesn’t wait until her 
					fifth decade to recognize her need for heathier posture.





PART ONE
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AWARENESS

Tell me and I forget. Show me and I remember. Involve me and I understand.

CHINESE PROVERB





1 YOUR CONSCIOUS BODY


The mysteries of the soul are revealed in the movements of 
	the body.

MICHELANGELO



As you linger outside Starbucks one morning, your eye catches a movement a block away. The woman’s walk has a familiar shape and rhythm, as familiar as a popular song you haven’t heard in years. You crane your neck for a clearer view. While you can’t make out the face, you know it has to be Mika, your neighbor down on Oak Street—when was it?—at least ten years ago.

She draws closer. It’s Mika, all right. Her 
unique posture and movements gave her away.

The capacity to tune in to the rhythm, energy, 
					and shape of someone else’s movements let our ancient forebears 
					discern friend from foe. Your empathic recognition of another 
					person’s movements tells you who is climbing the stairs—the 
					UPS man or your brother—by the sound of his footsteps. You might 
					even know the mood he’s in, depending on how well you know your 
					UPS man. Yet we rarely use our body-reading skill on ourselves. 
					Most of us ignore our bodies except when they hurt or don’t 
					look or perform they way we want them to. The explorations in 
					this chapter will help you tune into the rhythm, energy, shape, 
					and mood of your own movements and identify ways in which you 
					currently stabilize yourself in relation to gravity. The explorations 
					involve two activities that are constantly shaping your posture.

Every day, we take up to 20,000 breaths and 
					at least 10,000 steps. Walking and breathing are so ingrained 
					in our behavior that most of us don’t think of them as habits 
					that might need changing. However, by walking and breathing 
					as we do, we perpetuate our postural habits, good or bad. How 
					we stabilize our bodies determines both our potential for healthy breathing 
					and our freedom to walk with efficiency and grace. We’ll 
					first examine your usual ways of breathing and walking and then 
					look at how stress influences both activities.


NEUTRAL BREATHING

The movements of respiration vary depending on what you happen to be doing. You breathe differently, for example, when you’re sleeping than when you’re washing the car. For the most part, breathing is automatic—it happens whether you think about it or not. However, you also have voluntary control over your breathing that enables you to sing, snorkel, or stifle a yawn. The moment you think about your breathing, you interrupt the involuntary flow of it, so the experiment that follows can only give you an approximate sense of your breathing. Nonetheless, by developing curiosity about your breathing, you’ll begin to catch glimpses of your involuntary habits.


EXPLORATION: YOUR NEUTRAL BREATH

If you’re reading this book while lying on the couch, you should sit up to do this exploration. The act of breathing is different when you are lying down than it is when you are sitting, and for now, we want to assess your breathing in ordinary waking situations.

Observe your inhalation and exhalation for several moments. Be curious about it, as if it were a phenomenon you had never noticed before. In addition to sensations of air moving through your nasal passages, mouth, and throat, where else in your body can you feel the movement of your breathing? Close your eyes for deeper concentration and spend a minute observing the sensations of your breathing throughout your body. Then go on reading.

You may have felt your belly moving out and in, your ribs widening in circumference, your chest rising and falling, and possibly some movement of your shoulder blades—gliding away from each other or rising slightly as you inhale. You may also have had a sense of your whole body swelling slightly during the inhalation and then settling or shrinking on the exhalation—as if your skin surface got slightly bigger, then smaller with each breath cycle.

Because everything in your body is connected to everything else, you can sense the movement of your breathing in places distant from your lungs—in your wrists or ankles, for example. You’ll learn about connective tissue, the medium through which this occurs, in chapter 2. If you weren’t able to feel your breath that far afield at this time, don’t worry. Just know that such awareness is possible.

To understand your breathing better, it will be helpful to take a short excursion into its related anatomy. After that you’ll return to an examination of your neutral breathing and explore what happens to it under stressful circumstances.



ANATOMY: UNDERSTANDING YOUR DIAPHRAGM

In normal breathing, your belly moves out when you inhale 
and recedes when you exhale. This movement happens because the diaphragm—your primary muscle of respiration—presses down on your abdominal organs when it 
contracts, pushing them forward. Because the diaphragm is crucial to your posture, we will visit it many times throughout this book.
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Fig. 1.1. The umbrella-shaped
diaphragm is your primary
breathing muscle.

The diaphragm is a sheet of muscle about an eighth of an inch thick that is simultaneously the roof of your abdomen and the floor of your rib cage. It is one of the few places where muscle tissue lies across the body—roughly perpendicular to your vertical stance. The periphery of the diaphragm attaches all the way around the lower border of your ribs, from your spine in back to the lower end of your breastbone in front. The crown of its domed surface lies about halfway between the lower front ribs and the nipple line. Your lungs and heart rest above the diaphragm, and your liver, stomach, and intestines lie below it.

The diaphragm is attached to the connective tissue—called pleura—that wraps around your lungs. When your diaphragm contracts, flattening its dome onto your abdomen, its motion pulls down on your lungs. This stretching of the lungs creates a vacuum within the millions of tiny air sacs that compose lung tissue. Air rushes in through your breathing passages to fill the vacuum. Exhalation occurs when your diaphragm relaxes, pushing the air out by reassuming its dome shape. Breathing, then, is an automatic reaction, not something you have to make your body do.

Take a moment right now to visualize and feel the piston-like downward and upward motions of your diaphragm. Although the diaphragm descends only about an inch, it creates considerable pressure in the abdomen, something you’ve been aware of after eating a heavy meal. The movements of the diaphragm massage your intestinal organs, which assists in digestion.

The motion of the diaphragm has two important influences on posture. When you inhale, negative atmospheric pressure within your rib cage raises your chest. When you exhale, the mechanical action of your rising diaphragm helps keep your chest from collapsing. So, as long as there is nothing blocking the movement of your diaphragm, breathing contributes lift to your posture. As you will see, however, the diaphragm’s action is easily disrupted by tensions elsewhere in your body.

OTHER MUSCLES OF RESPIRATION

Although the diaphragm is the main muscle used in inhalation, other muscles help the rib cage expand. Little muscles between the ribs cause the individual ribs to pivot at the joints where they meet the spine. You have probably felt your rib cage expanding or widening during inhalation, but the fact that individual ribs pivot may seem surprising. The motion of the ribs in back makes the front of the rib cage rise. The ribs also act as spacers between the vertebrae, so when they turn, they spread the vertebrae a tiny bit, lengthening the spine and helping it stay flexible.

To sense the motion of your ribs, place your hands on the back of your rib cage so your fingertips touch your spine and the heels of your hands and thumbs touch your side ribs. Let your fingers rest lightly. Because your fingertips and palms are very sensitive to sensation, you don’t need to apply pressure to your rib cage to feel the motion of your breathing. In fact, the harder you press, the less you will feel. Visualize and sense the pivoting action of your ribs. Imagine the slats in a set of venetian blinds opening and closing.
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Sensing Subtlety
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When you inhale, movement of the right and left sides of your diaphragm may not feel the same. This is due to your internal anatomy. On your right side, the diaphragm descends against your liver, the densest organ in your body. On the left, it presses down on your stomach, which, unless you’ve just eaten, is a hollow chamber. Take a few moments to feel the differing sensations on the two sides of your diaphragm. As you continue to work toward healthier posture, your capacity to notice subtle sensations within your body will grow.
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Right at the intersection of ribs and spine, breathing and back tension are inextricably linked. Excessive tension in muscles along your spine prevents your ribs from pivoting; this, in turn, restricts your breathing. For healthy breathing, the ribs should move in relation to the spine; for the spine to be flexible, the breath must be unrestricted. To heal your spine, you must heal your breath, and vice versa. To heal your posture, you must heal both. Healthy breathing is one of your new rules of posture.

Another set of inhalation muscles lies along the sides of your neck and attaches to the first two ribs. When these muscles—the scalenes—contract, your upper ribs rise. Place your fingertips along the side of your lower neck, just above your collarbone. (Cross your right hand over to touch the left side of your neck, and vice versa.) Lightly rest your fingertips there without pressing. As you inhale, the contraction of the scalenes causes a subtle hardening of the tissue under your fingers.

The scalenes assist normal, unforced breathing but are more strongly activated if other breathing muscles are blocked. This could happen in any type of emergency. To feel it, take an “emergency breath”—a quick, sharp inhalation. Keep your fingers on your neck and you will feel the scalenes push up under your fingertips. If you have experienced some form of trauma, your scalenes may be chronically tight because overwhelming events interrupt the movement of the diaphragm and cause the scalenes to take over. Chronic tension in your belly also restricts the diaphragm and makes the scalenes overwork. Because these muscles must also work to bend and turn your neck, breathing restrictions and neck problems often go hand in hand.

In quiet breathing, exhalation occurs because your diaphragm relaxes. During times of activity or stress, your abdominal muscles assist the diaphragm in pushing the air out. These muscles, thin sheets of tissue that crisscross the abdomen like an old-fashioned girdle, compress your belly during forced exhalation, such as when you’re running a marathon, laughing, or coughing. Try a little cough right now to feel how your abdominal muscles force your diaphragm upward into your rib cage.

Healthy muscle tone in the abdomen both supports the spine and assists with digestion and respiration. Constant upper abdominal tension, however, prevents the diaphragm from descending and blocks the natural lift of the chest that breathing should create. Such tension can develop by habitually tightening the stomach muscles in an attempt to appear thin, by performing abdominal exercises incorrectly, or through emotional constraint or digestive problems. As you’ll see in chapter 5, the wrong kind of tension in your abdominal muscles contributes to poorer rather than better posture.
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The Effect of Visualization
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Your brain and body respond to imagined 
events with almost the same intensity as to real ones. Throughout this book, you will use imaginary situations to help you reveal or correct your habitual posture. Doing this will amplify your body awareness in actual situations.
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EXPLORATION: A STRESSFUL MOMENT

In this exploration you’ll discover what happens to your neutral breathing when you’re under stress. Recall a mildly irritating incident that occurred recently—not a major trauma but a simple irritation, something like misplacing your keys or running out of cat food. Choose a situation that involved you alone, apart from a relationship with other people. Picture the situation in living color, hear the sounds of the incident, smell the smells, see your surroundings. Close your eyes and spend twenty seconds being present with your irritation. Then open your eyes and stretch the stressful feeling out of your body. Do this much before reading further.

People who have studied martial arts, underwater sports, singing, or meditation may have learned to regulate their breathing under stress, but for most people, stress makes breathing shallower, faster, and higher in the chest. Compared with neutral breathing, you probably felt your diaphragm moving less. You used your diaphragm to stabilize your body in response to the imagined stress—not a good use of your breathing muscle.

What else did you notice? Did your body as a whole feel bigger or smaller than before? More spacious or more compact? More or less pliable, fluid, or graceful? How about your perceptions? Were you more or less aware of your surroundings? For most of you, the stressful moment will have closed both body and mind.






MUSCULAR ARMOR AND THE FLUID BODY

In attempting to control stressful situations, we often contract our muscles in a way that blocks movement instead of creating it. Those muscles then become a kind of armor that prevents us from moving freely. Muscular armor limits the motion of your joints. When muscles on opposite sides of a joint contract at the same time, the joint in question stiffens. Under stress, this kind of antagonism can occur anywhere in the body, even in the body’s internal core. To experience the sensation of having muscular armor, imagine yourself being in a great hurry. Remaining seated, think of all the things on your “to do” list. Imagine all of them being urgent. Hurry, hurry, hurry, but don’t move a muscle. Then, sustaining that tension in your body, get up and walk around the room.

When you try to move with this kind of tension in your body, you must overcome the resistance of your own muscles. Your effort to resist the resistance makes it even harder to move. Because you’re trying to move and not move at the same time, your potential for efficiency and grace plummets. You might have seen this in a tennis player who can’t find her rhythm or heard it in a musician on an off night. You might have experienced it yourself if you’ve ever tried to cook dinner when you’re angry or express an opinion when you’re tongue-tied. Your muscular armor makes your movement feel heavy and awkward, as if you are wearing a body stocking that is a size too small. The tight garment seems to make the world grow small as well.

Muscular armoring is usually an attempt to feel safer and less vulnerable by making your body feel solid. However, that solidity interferes with your body’s normal functioning by disrupting its essentially fluid nature. Your body’s composition is 60 to 70 percent fluid, depending on your age and activity level. This includes your muscles, even though they become dense when contracted. Chronic muscular tension destroys your natural fluidness. When you’ve been on the receiving end of a great massage, your muscles regain fluidness and you get up from the table able to move more freely than before. Relaxation is the restoration of your body’s fluidity.

The core of your body, where your internal organs are, is even more fluid than your muscles. Your abdominal cavity is like a soft aquarium densely populated with sea plants coiled around one another and constantly in gentle motion. Whenever stress compresses your joints and muscles, making your body more compact, there is literally less room for fluids to circulate and organs to float and glide. It’s no wonder that stress-induced muscular armoring leads to digestive, circulatory, and other functional problems.

Some tension is inevitable. It is muscle contraction, after all, that enables us to get things done. The problem comes when we tense our muscles and keep them that way—when our embodiment of stress becomes so habitual that we are no longer aware of it or, worse, perceive it as normal.

When stress reactions turn into habits, your posture, your mobility, and how you perceive your choices all suffer. The habit of embodying stress is something you can change. You’ve taken the first step by noticing your body’s reaction to a minor problem.


EXPLORATION: SIMPLE PLEASURE

The following experiment should counteract the results of the previous one. Recall a pleasurable moment that involved you alone. Don’t conjure up a feeling of bliss or ecstasy, just the memory of a simple pleasure: the smell of freshly baked cookies, a starry night, a hot bath, or the sound of welcome rain. Let your body revel in the sensations. Continue reading when you’ve completely embodied your simple pleasure.
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