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        To Milo, Fiona, Ellery, Tabor, Jay, Talia,
      

      
        and all children everywhere
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        The miracle is not to walk on water.
      

      
        The miracle is to walk on the earth in peace.
      

      THICH NHAT HANH
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      “Never before in the world of fitness has there been a more readable, ground-breaking, or seminal book than Natural Posture for Pain-Free Living. Through this revolutionary book, Kathleen Porter is about to rock your world!”

      JEAN COUCH, FOUNDER AND DIRECTOR OF THE BALANCE CENTER AND 
COAUTHOR OF THE RUNNER’S YOGA BOOK

      “As a family physician treating my share of patients with back pain, neck pain, osteoporosis, and dysfunctional labor, I find this book instructive. Kathleen Porter’s observation of peoples around the world who retain their natural alignment, movement, and relaxation is a clear window into the healing of the chronic pain syndromes of our culture. More than that, her work has been personally transformative.”

      LEAH MORTON, M.D., FAMILY PRACTITIONER

      “In Natural Posture for Pain-Free Living, Kathleen Porter powerfully portrays the extensive damage we do to our bodies when we lose connection to natural principles of body alignment. Rather than looking to surgery, medication, and infinite exercise technologies to find freedom from discomfort and pain, we need only learn to stand, sit, walk, and move the way we did as young children when we learned organically to let our bones support us. Porter offers an abundance of useful tools for returning to our natural wisdom and greater body fluidity.”

      INGRID BACCI, PH.D., AUTHOR OF THE ART OF EFFORTLESS LIVING 
AND EFFORTLESS PAIN RELIEF
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      FOREWORD

      This is what I know. I know that natural balance is the alignment of the internal skeletal support each human is designed to have. Natural balance yields enormous health benefits to anyone who has the insight to begin. I also know that Kathleen Porter’s continuing courage and determination to get this information out to the public is an enormous service.

      You may begin this book by looking at the pictures. Just notice the overall shapes of people in balance and out of balance. Ask yourself simple questions—who looks weak, who looks strong? Who is straight, who is curved? When a person is curved what does that do to their natural height. When a person is curved, what might that be doing to the shape of the discs in their spine? Your common sense can guide you to obvious answers that can motivate you to begin. The pictures alone may give you the insight to put you on a new path to health.

      All of this, and I haven’t even mentioned pain. There are so many benefits of natural balance: moment-to-moment awareness, recovering your natural strength, regaining your natural height, looking like a million dollars, and then there is the relief. The guidelines in this book are enormously powerful, and the first sensations most likely to be perceived are those of relief, feeling better. As you reposition yourself according to the guidelines, you will find that suddenly your muscles can stop holding you up and the tension you are carrying around night and day begins to dissolve. As the bones support you more and more, they are naturally doing the weight lifting that makes them strong. And the great thing is, you don’t even have to get this absolutely right, you just have to be in the ballpark.

      The book says it all so well. It can give you such a great start; jump in with both feet. Take the plunge.

      I would like to again acknowledge with gratitude the brilliance of Noelle Perez, who did all of the original research that has inspired so many of us to take up the torch for each person on the planet to have the option to live in natural balance, and to congratulate Kathleen for clarifying, yet again, why and how to live in natural balance.

      JEAN COUCH
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      Jean Couch is the founder and director of the Balance Center, where she has developed methods for teaching concrete guidelines for pain-free posture based on original research by Noelle Perez of Paris, France. More than two decades ago Balance helped Couch eliminate sciatica, back pains, pronounced kyphosis, and a dowager’s hump. She has since devoted herself to spreading spinal health and back relief through Balance. The author of The Runner’s Yoga Book, she teaches workshops and lectures throughout the United States and Canada.

    

  
    
      PREFACE

      In addition to addressing natural structural alignment, this book also touches on other themes. It is one part anthropology, one part physical therapy, one part textbook, one part travelogue, another part—a very big part, I hope—a plea for research into the health implications related to skeletal alignment.

      Many of the photographs were taken by me while traveling in Myanmar (formerly Burma), Thailand, Vietnam, Indonesia, Portugal, and England, as well as in the United States. The rest are photographs taken by others, all selected because they are clear demonstrations of the points being made here. These images show people of varying ages and body types, of multiple ethnic groups and nationalities, and different religious beliefs. The greatest differences among peoples of the world are cultural, geographic, economic, and religious. While far beyond the scope of this book, these differences cannot go unacknowledged. It is easy to romanticize the lives of women who can easily carry heavy loads on their heads while disregarding the often difficult and unfair conditions in which so many people in the world are forced to live and work, conditions frequently caused by such things as the long-term consequences of colonialism and exploitative economic practices.

      This point touches on the fact that whenever photographs of unknown people are included in any book or magazine it raises certain ethical questions, no matter how we might try to justify our intentions. While some of the people who were photographed for this book quite willingly gave their permission, others did not have an opportunity to make that choice. I hope it is true that many people will be helped by reading this book and viewing these images—indeed that is my motivation for writing this—but I am not thoroughly satisfied with this ends-justifies-the-means reasoning. I wish to extend my gratitude to all the people whose images I have gathered here. I encourage anyone reading this to recognize the humanity of the people inside these photographs rather than only seeing them as examples. I take full responsibility for the choices I have made here and sincerely hope that I have caused no harm.

      American culture is difficult to define; we are such a diverse and multi-ethnic collection of people. Some Americans, because of their heritage or certain childhood influences, are less likely to be susceptible to conditioned beliefs and characteristics of the dominant culture, such as tucking the butt or sucking in the belly. By dominant culture I mean the one that is almost single-mindedly promoted by mainstream media through television, magazines, and movies, as well as a steady bombardment of other messages we absorb in countless ways every day. This dominant culture sets the standard and spells out what is attractive, healthy, fit, and acceptable while establishing deeply embedded beliefs in the psyches of many people in America today. Generally these rules, though unconsciously mandated, are a departure from what is natural and healthy. An example of this is the commonly subscribed-to belief that says that women, in order to be attractive, must have flat bellies.

      The words we, our, and us are sometimes used in this book to refer to those who tend to be unconsciously conditioned and influenced by these mainstream messages. I put myself and almost everyone else in this country in that category. In other cases, we is used to refer to everyone’s membership in the global human melting pot. Hoping that I have succeeded in making these distinctions clear within these pages, I leave it to the reader to determine how the use of we is intended in the context of any given passage.

      One last note: A commonly held belief is the notion that less labor and greater wealth lead to a better life. Some people see physical labor as demeaning, as being delegated to a lower place on the status scale. After all, you don’t need an advanced degree to dig a trench or build a rock wall. What is often overlooked is that some people take great joy in physical labor, especially those whose bodies move naturally, with ease of movement and the enjoyment of innate strength and flexibility. At the end of a day’s work they may feel less worn out than someone who struggled to sit comfortably at a desk all day and then fought traffic to get home. Indeed, upward mobility can often spell the end of natural mobility. Even people who regularly exercise and work out in the hopes of counteracting a sedentary lifestyle will often pay someone else to mow their lawns.

      I sometimes imagine what it would be like to live in a society where citizens engage physically in community life by helping their elderly neighbors clean leaves from their gutters, by actively playing with their children at the playground, by growing food in large, thriving community gardens, and by participating as partners alongside local government workers to maintain the roadsides and public facilities. The life of the body can be integrated so easily into the life of a vibrant community, combining physical exercise (done in alignment!) with activities that breathe enlivenment into our society, preserve and enhance our environment, and build connections with our own selves and each other.

    

  
    
      INTRODUCTION

      THE STATE OF HUMAN health today is in full-blown crisis. Not only is the American health care system broken, but our bodies are also broken. The causes are many, but I believe the primary reason for this is the wholesale disconnection occurring between humans and the natural world. We have forgotten that each and every one of us is as much a part of nature as the bird that flies across the sky and the cheetah that pursues a meal at lightning speed. Humans are given the same potential as any species to come into the world with all the physical resources we need to live our lives empowered by a design that, under normal circumstances, works and moves with ease for a whole lifetime, free from strain or pain. As with all other creatures, the human design is specific to our particular needs and requirements, one of which is our unique ability to walk upright. Until recently this had been a bonus more than it was a problem, but modernization and technological advancement of our culture, and the accompanying habits of being more sedentary and sitting poorly, have set new patterns in place, sometimes from a very young age, that are causing problems for millions of people.

      Intact indigenous cultures are likely to feel this connection to the earth through bodies that align along the axis and are thus open to an energetic exchange between the body and the earth. The scientific explanation for this is ground reaction force (GRF) as it relates to Newton’s third law of motion: for every action, there is an equal and opposite reaction. Healthy newborn babies, when lying on their stomachs, discover this when pushing down onto the surface on which they are lying. If they did not, they would never be able to raise their heads. At first the push is small, and the equal reaction beneath their skin is small too. Gradually, as this process builds the strength that allows them to push harder, a deep core response grows within the body that is equal to that stronger push. Engaging with the earth in this way guides the infant, over a number of months, from a state of helplessness and powerlessness to soon being a fully enlivened toddler able to run and jump for the joy of being a body. For many children today this connection is broken in the earliest months of life. This is a tragedy. The chapter in this book that addresses what is happening with children today has been revised and updated to include expanded information about this. I am convinced that, as we finally begin to understand these concepts, it will come to light that some, if not most, of the neurodevelopmental problems plaguing children in epidemic numbers today come from the disruption of what, in normal development, is a natural unfolding of an essential and primal process.

      Eight years ago, when I first wrote this book, I struggled to find an agent or a publisher who would take this on. Posture, I was told, was not a subject that would sell. Try as I might to explain this was oh so much more than a book just about posture, no one was buying it. It seemed that as long as people could take a yoga class, work out at the gym, lie on a massage table, or pay a visit to the chiropractor, this was all that was needed to manage the tension and pain that most of us had come to believe are simply inconvenient features that come with having a body.

      Being a body, however, turns out to be something very different from just having one. Natural Posture for Pain-Free Living is a book about integrating what it means to have a body that is governed by the physical rules that apply to everything in our world with how to be a body that is anchored in mindfulness and a quality of felt presence. The joining of these two aspects of being physically human is more likely to provide us with the satisfying experience of being pain-free, easily flexible, genuinely strong, full of vitality, and deeply aware—perhaps best described as embodied presence.

      Much has changed since I self-published the first edition of this book. Interest in this subject has grown tremendously, partly as a result of the fact that in spite of (and sometimes because of) all the hours spent stretching and strengthening muscles, many people are still in pain. It has taken a long time for many of us to begin to recognize that if the knee hurts, it might have something to do with how the bones in the feet are positioned; and if the neck hurts, maybe the problem lies with whether the pelvis is able to support an aligned spine on top of which the head can balance freely, without having to be held in place by tense muscles. In our muscle-obsessed society we have forgotten that the musculoskeletal system is a partnership of muscles and bones. By not recognizing the skeleton’s key role in providing underlying, aligned support, we force our muscles to make up for this deficit by imposing dysfunctional patterns of use on them in everything they do.

      I have been privileged to have worked with many people who have shown me how readily chronic pain can be relieved by relearning how to align their bones and engage the deepest core of internal support. The emphasis is on relearning, because this alignment is what almost all of us first discovered as well-developing babies and toddlers. Many people have experienced total recovery from long-standing problems after a long list of other approaches failed to bring lasting relief. This was true even in instances where people had been told they needed surgery to correct a problem in their backs, necks, knees, or hips. Some people do need surgery and receive great benefit from it, so it’s important to be clear here that what we are talking about is not a cure-all. Even so, I believe, barring accidents, most orthopedic surgeries could be avoided if the body’s natural alignment is never lost in the first place.

      I once would have thought this to be a simplistic, overblown claim before I came upon a body education and movement technique called Balance. When I first met Jean Couch, the founder of the Balance Center, I was a massage therapist and yoga teacher with a rigorous practice who was continually plagued with recurring tension in my neck and shoulders and a back condition that could be relieved only by daily stretching. Unfortunately, stretching sometimes aggravated a hip that was unstable and popped out of alignment in certain positions and activities, which was followed by days (and sleepless nights) of nagging pain.

      In spite of the fact that for a number of years I had taught other people how to relax, proving the adage that you teach what you need to know, I held on to varying amounts of tension in my body and my mind. I was generally unaware at the time that I was doing this. I also didn’t realize that I had become addicted to stretching and working out. After all, wasn’t I doing what other conscious people were doing—taking care of myself by working at staying fit? Stretching and sweating away tension felt so good and gave me such relief that I never questioned why the tension returned again so quickly or why I had to repeat my exercise regimen on a daily basis in order to feel good enough. Whenever I skipped the stretching for any reason, the aches and pains returned in no time at all.

      Today a growing number of people in the United States and Europe have been working to develop a new field of study, or body of knowledge, that has grown out of the pioneering work of Noelle Perez. First inspired by the teachings of her mentor, B. K. S. Iyengar, with whom she began studying in 1959, Perez researched principles of the body’s natural alignment along the vertical axis of gravity through the observation of indigenous people around the world. Perez went on to establish l’Institute Superior d’Aplomb in Paris, France. Other pioneers of body mechanics, including F. M. Alexander, Mabel Ellsworth Todd, Charlotte Selver, and Ida Rolf, contributed invaluable insights into how the natural body is designed for comfort and ease of movement. Additionally, long-established approaches to movement and martial arts such as qigong, t’ai chi, aikido, and indigenous and traditional dance forms, when practiced in their original form, have served to reinforce the natural mechanical movements of the body. The principles of natural alignment described here are not at odds with these practices, or vice versa. All of these practices, when done correctly, are beneficial to almost anyone. The basis for the information presented here, however, is founded on details pertaining to natural balance as originally described by Noelle Perez. My own particular emphasis relative to this information is on the essential role of an aligned skeleton as the underlying framework of support for everything; the functioning of muscles that are attached to those bones and the efficiency of all the working parts of all the body’s systems. I believe this alignment explains why approaches to movement and body awareness such as qigong, t’ai chi, yoga, and the Alexander technique can be so effective in relieving pain and promoting ease of movement. When done correctly, these approaches reinforce the body’s natural design and promote its homeostatic center.

      While it is unlikely any of these methods will ever be taught in medical schools, it is my hope that one day the body’s natural skeletal alignment will be recognized as the structural basis for all-around good health and will be a key part of the curriculum for medical students, physical therapists, and other health practitioners. Right now the actual relationship of skeletal bones to each other is overlooked and misunderstood, but when this catches on at long last, many dramatic and positive changes will occur.

      Principles of natural alignment do not, in themselves, represent a specific technique or method, although some of us who are working with this information, myself included, are developing our own unique approaches to sharing these concepts (for further details, see the resources section at the end of the book). Jean Couch calls what she teaches Balance, Dana Davis calls it Body Balance, Angie Thusius calls it Kentro, Esther Gokhale calls it the Gokhale method, and Lisa Ann McCall has developed the McCall method. I have developed a program I call Mindful Alignment that emphasizes the role of mindfulness in putting these principles into practice. More simply, what we are all talking about is natural alignment. There are others too, each one of them spawned by the original work of Noelle Perez. The bottom line is that this must be based, thoroughly and completely, on the natural biomechanical design inherent to the human species. Anything other than an approach that describes and promotes these very specific details of alignment does not meet the criteria for natural alignment.

      Ideas for how to impart this information are continuously evolving as we experience profound changes in ourselves as well as witnessing them in others who practice this. Often, when I observe people, I imagine them attached to puppet strings or envision interior wheels turning. I’ve created images of these things, not only as a way to help people understand and learn this information but also as a way to help promote these ideas and inspire research.

      While the details of the instructions for learning this may vary among the different methods, each approach must be, at the bottom line, solidly based on the natural human alignment that is discovered by naturally developing toddlers everywhere—namely, alignment that is innate to the human species. In fact, by inhabiting the body this way we acknowledge that we are fully and genuinely creatures of nature, just like all other creatures that inhabit this Earth.

      Remarkably, there is no research that I am aware of that examines aspects of health in adults or children that is based on these very specific details of natural skeletal alignment. This represents a serious oversight in a world where the prescription pad is often the first line of defense in addressing a long list of health issues of unknown cause.

      The more we understand our own body’s anatomy as it relates to basic mechanics and natural movement, the better we can know how to guide our own process of healing from the inside out. Thus I have included many details—too many for some readers—about how the body works and moves. My goal is to empower the student with the tools needed to become one’s own best teacher. After all, when it comes to inhabiting a body with awareness, it is, unquestionably, an inside job. At the center of our physical being is an energetic core that anchors us to the Earth and provides the stability for us to be upright. Skeletal alignment is the framework on which this stability is constructed. It is what healthy babies discover all on their own and what they will carry with them throughout their lives, provided it is not disrupted and lost.

      In writing and talking about this, I’ve sometimes questioned using words such as the intention of the human design. As hard as I’ve tried, I have not been able to find other words that match what I am trying to say. Please note that when these words are used here they strictly mean a design that conforms to and grows out from mechanical, scientific, and natural laws of physics as they pertain to matter, motion, energy, force, mathematics, and gravity. These design rules explain the how of a small person who is able to carry an enormously heavy load of rocks on the head with ease, or the why of cartilage in a knee joint that wears out when the knee is repeatedly bent while medially rotated. One underlying philosophy at odds with this human design, however, is the notion that we are somehow apart from, rather than a part of, this natural world. This belief has resulted in an environmental crisis of breathtaking magnitude that simultaneously drives the separation from our own natural state of good health.

      Such denial of the Earth as home sometimes comes out of a belief that we are simply an enduring soul or spirit and nothing more. “You are not your body” and “we must transcend the body” are oft-repeated themes in various spiritual practices. While these concepts may have meaning in an ultimate philosophical sense, they can present serious problems for anyone living everyday life as a human being, right here, right now. Try having a spiritual experience, no matter how elevated and lofty, without a body. There may be moments in time when we experience being transported beyond the body to a realm of existence that might be described by some as union with God or pure consciousness. As long as we are living, breathing human beings, this body exists as the physical seat of such experiences. When such transcendent states of mind occur, at least for most of us, they are fleeting. What is not fleeting, however, is the deeply felt sense of connection between our bodies and this Earth that is available every waking moment when our bodies abide by governing physical laws. When we do not conform to these laws, a sense of disconnection as well as chronic tension, pain, and poor health are often the result.

      Remarkably, the most common cause of tension and pain in the body—postural misalignment—is thoroughly misunderstood by almost everyone in technologically advanced places in the world. It turns out that our widely accepted belief about what constitutes good posture is based on faulty information that leads to much of the pain we experience. This mistaken view is so widespread in our society and so thoroughly entrenched in our bodies and our minds that it pervades almost every system of exercise, almost every belief about fitness, and many of the messages we receive from doctors and other health professionals, exercise teachers, and sports coaches.

      No one is at fault for this. Such is the way of cultural conditioning, where a collective hypnosis takes hold over the course of many years and puts nearly everyone under a spell based on mistaken assumptions. In our current cultural milieu many of our beliefs about health and fitness are built on what we have been taught. Parents, teachers, role models, TV shows, movies, advertising, magazine covers—all of these have been shaped by the same misunderstanding of how our human bodies are designed to work. This belief says that muscular strength, or tension, is what holds us up straight. The unfortunate outcome of this misperception separates many of us from knowing the reality of our biomechanical design. An inner knowing that is our inheritance as humans, as well as an important key to good health and comfortable aging, remains hidden from most of us.

      Our relationship with our bodies is ruled by myths that take us ever further from our body’s natural design. Prominent among these myths is the as-yet-unchallenged belief that strong rectus abdominis muscles, or six-pack abs, are not only necessary to support our backs, but they must be firm in order for us to be attractive, by a culturally dictated standard. This standard says we must conform to an ideal appearance that may have little to do with what is natural or healthy for any particular individual. Millions of people in our society are dedicating themselves to a quest for a body that is sculpted in ways that can be customized in order to have the “body you’ve always wanted.” This gives us the message that our own normal healthy body, within a range of a certain number of pounds, when inhabited with alignment and ease of movement, is not already perfect. In American culture today, where the perceived reflection in the mirror defines our value, most of us find ourselves in the same boat, unaware that the boat is sinking.

      This fact became quite obvious to me when I traveled to countries where the conditioned habits are vastly different and where far fewer people have given in to the suck-and-tuck anomaly. These naturally aligned people are mostly found in rural locations or among older populations, with bodies that still function much the same way they did when they were young children first learning how to sit, stand, and bend. Children instinctively know how to be natural, and all healthy children, no matter where in the world they are born, teach themselves how to sit up, stand, and move by organizing themselves (and their bones) around the central axis that aligns with their body’s natural center of gravity. Naturally developing babies and toddlers are the gurus for how to live in relaxed, aligned bodies.

      The importance of natural structural support cannot be overstated. Structural support is no less important to a human body than properly placed posts, joists, and struts are to a building, no less important than the precise functioning of timing belts, valves, and pistons are to a car engine—indeed, no less important than a trunk is to a tree. The integrity of our structure is not only crucial to our being comfortable and pain-free, it also contributes to many aspects of our overall health and well-being. The natural placement of our bones in any activity and movement determines whether vital energy—the very pulse of life itself—flows freely through our bodies or is blocked and stagnant. The former leads to vibrant health; the latter, to pain and disorder.

      Too often naturalness is viewed as an outdated, antiquated concept. The argument that we can’t go back to the cave misses the point that in spite of today’s high-tech, high-performance world, we are still creatures of nature who are absolutely and wholly dependent on this Earth. We deny this connection at our peril. Living in natural bodies has nothing to do with turning back the clock and everything to do with living in this present moment, with an acceptance of who we really are, right now. An awareness of our physical nature and what it means is an important key to good health, to a sense of well-being, and, ultimately, to finding peace inside our own skin.

      Incorporated into this new edition are exercises that allow you to “Try It On!” while you are reading the information being presented. Also included in this new edition is a chapter on how to practice yoga safely. Yoga provides many wonderful benefits when it is practiced in accordance with the body’s natural design. Unfortunately it can, and often does, create problems for bodies with deeply embedded patterns of misalignment. A new chapter called “Yoga on the Axis” has been added that includes simple instructions that anchor the body and stabilize the core. Written in collaboration with Moline Whitson, who is successfully incorporating these principles into her classes at Harmony Yoga in Portland, Oregon, this chapter offers guidelines to ensure that practicing yoga is safe, regardless of whatever limitations one might have. Once learned, these instructions can be applied in other asana, or yoga positions, as well.

      It will be a new day when principles of natural alignment have found wide acceptance as the basis for how the human body works. Alignment not only refers to the skeleton organizing itself around the vertical axis of gravity but also to each one of us aligning ourselves with a basic truth of our physical nature.

      Before this can happen, research must show—and it is only a matter of time before it will—that alignment along the vertical axis and the solid core of support this generates are necessary ingredients for being optimally healthy. As such, this information will finally be an accepted part of everyday health care, providing doctors and other health professionals with tools for empowering their patients to heal themselves whenever possible.

      The best outcome of all will be when healthier people, as a matter of course, directly experience their connection with the Earth through a body that conforms to its physical laws. They will know themselves to be part of a whole made up of many parts, of which they—we—are one. Knowing this, we will quite naturally care for this Earth and all its species in the same way we will care for ourselves and each other.
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            A Body of Knowledge
          

        

        
          My body
        

        
          you are so kind
        

        
          to sit and wait for me
        

        
          while I am away
        

        
          I wander off
        

        
          but you don’t budge
        

        
          When I return
        

        
          to my true home
        

        
          it is you
        

        CASEY HAYDEN
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      DESIGN FOR LIFE

      WHO IS MORE FIT? Is it a small woman with elastic muscles and naturally aligned bones or a much larger man with six-pack abs and firmly developed pecs, deltoids, and biceps?

      The small woman pictured here is able to carry heavy rocks on her head all day long, day after day, without strain. Because the weight of the load is distributed through aligned bones, the bones actually do the work of carrying the load. Her muscles are thus free to perform their primary job of moving the bones without strain. In this scenario the musculoskeletal system functions as a dynamic interplay between bones and muscles that requires that the bones be aligned and the muscles be elastic. This balanced interplay is the hallmark of true fitness.
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      Despite her small size, this woman exhibits incredible strength thanks to her naturally aligned bones and elastic muscles.
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      This man’s strength lies in his muscles alone rather than in the integration of fully functioning parts. 
Muscles that have been developed this way are storehouses of contracted tension.

      This man is clearly strong in ways the woman is not. His power lies within his muscles alone, not in an overall integrated whole of fully functioning parts. The popular culture of fitness today is partly based on the idea that developed muscles are a requirement of fitness. Unfortunately muscles that have been developed in this way are storehouses of contracted tension, making it difficult for them to lengthen and relax. This type of strength must be worked at continuously and is dependent on a regular maintenance routine. This man’s spine is shortened and compressed. His breathing is restricted because of a diaphragm that doesn’t move in a natural, efficient way. The range of motion of his shoulders and hips is greatly restricted. It is ironic that the strength he has worked so hard to acquire has also become a type of weakness.

      
        Unnatural strength
      

      
        	has its power in purposely developed muscles,

        	must be continuously worked at to be maintained,

        	limits the range of motion of the joints,

        	restricts elasticity of the diaphragm, and

        	compresses the spine.
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      Unnatural strength

      
        Natural strength
      

      
        	has its power in aligned bones,

        	is innate and reinforced in ordinary activities,

        	promotes natural, easy flexibility of joints, and

        	elongates the spine.
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      Natural strength

      
        THE NORMALIZATION OF PAIN

        The modern-day confusion about what constitutes authentic strength and natural, easy flexibility is at the root of most of the chronic pain experienced by millions of people every day. In the United States today millions of people live with chronic aches and pains that severely limit their activities, affect their ability to work, cost them thousands of dollars in lost wages, and impair their enjoyment of life. Employers, insurance companies, and workers’ compensation funds pay billions of dollars each year for lost time on the job and benefits to injured employees.

        Whether pain is chronic and low level or severe and debilitating, it has become an enormous problem in our country. In fact, pain is so commonplace it has come to be considered a normal fact of life. The epidemic of chronic pain has given way to a new medical specialty—pain management—because it is assumed that, in many cases, pain is something one simply must learn to live with. Too often pain management relies on the use of prescription drugs that generate many billions of dollars in profits for pharmaceutical companies while driving a crippling addiction problem for millions of Americans.
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        Pain, whether chronic and low level or severe and debilitating, has become an enormous problem in our country.

        The list of complaints is long and includes general unexplained lower back pain, hip and knee pain, arthritis, tendonitis, sciatica, fibromyalgia, plantar fasciitis, frozen shoulder, rotator cuff injury, herniated or bulging discs, degenerative disc disease, spinal stenosis, spondylolisthesis, temporomandibular joint disorder (TMJ), and chronic tension in neck and shoulder muscles. Much of this pain appears to be idiopathic, meaning it has no clear, discernible cause, making it difficult for doctors to know how to treat it. When asked what caused their pain, people will often say things such as, “I shouldn’t have lifted that box of books,” or “I’ve been running for twenty years, and my knees finally wore out,” or “I’m not as young as I used to be.”

        If any of these people knew what their bodies were actually telling them they might respond with more accurate answers. They might say, “Bending to lift a box of books, my pelvis was tucked under, causing my back to round and preventing my core from stabilizing my spine. This forced my back to strain rather than being able to rely on aligned bones working with the strength of my legs and arms to do the work.” Or one might say, “Running for twenty years with misaligned bones has put persistent stress on my knees, causing the cartilage to wear out.” Or possibly the response might be, “This aging body is now paying the price for not living according to its natural design.”

        It can be startling to discover that exercise, in and of itself and in spite of its obvious benefits, is seldom the solution for this kind of pain over the long run. In fact, because exercise can reinforce and embed unhelpful patterns of movement, it can, and often does, cause the pain in the first place. Eventually we all pay the price if our bones have not been able to do the job of supporting us throughout the years.
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        By reinforcing and embedding unhelpful patterns of movement, exercise can, and often does, cause people’s pain. 
For many people today, fitness has become more about how one looks than how one feels.

        Musculoskeletal pain is far less of a problem in some parts of the world, even in places where people do a lot of manual labor for years on end.1 The secret seems to be that some people never lose the biomechanical principles of the human design, something all healthy toddlers discover when first learning how to stand and walk.

        
          The dictionary definition of the popularized word fitness describes it to mean “possessing a quality of strength and overall health.” nevertheless, for many people today fitness has become more about how one looks than how one feels. This is a cultural standard that has nothing to do with what is natural to our species’ design.

        

        In our popular quest for fitness and a culturally imposed standard of beauty, many of us unwittingly disregard the importance of skeletal alignment and create conditions that compromise our long-term health. A misaligned skeleton causes muscles that attach to the skeleton to either shorten or lengthen unnaturally. This creates chronic tension that restricts mobility of certain joints. It also impairs breathing, compresses vertebrae, puts pressure on and distorts the spinal cord (the primary neural pathway), and affects circulation. It would be hard to argue with the fact that all of these factors have far-reaching consequences for one’s health.

        Fitness becomes something other than what we thought it was when we apply it to an older woman who is clearly “out of shape” by our cultural standards yet easily carries fifty pounds of potatoes on her head (see photo on the following page). Many people who regularly work out at the gym would feel a strain in their backs or necks if they tried to do this. It is probably a safe bet that the woman carrying the potatoes on her head does not practice yoga or Pilates, jog, or participate in any other type of formal exercise. Her strength is of a different sort than simply the muscular kind that has to be acquired through time and effort. Her strength is bone deep and comes from a skeleton that has never changed its alignment from the time she was a young child. Her strength is neither superficial (concentrated in muscles close to the surface of her body) nor is it artificial.

        In America today upward of 80 percent of people suffer back pain and seek treatment at some point, be it chiropractic, massage, physical therapy, Rolfing, acupuncture, epidural injections, pain medication, or surgery. The total cost of treating people who suffer back pain tops $100 billion a year.2 The incidence of back pain drops dramatically in those places where people do not sit at desks all day or regularly use cars and computers or watch television. It is important to note, however, that it is not one’s level of activity that determines whether one will experience back pain but, rather, the position of the bones in relationship to each other. Someone who sits with ease for long periods of time with the support of aligned bones may be far better off than someone who is physically active much of the time, if (and this is a very important if ) the more active person is moving with chronic misalignment of the skeleton. This is because the alignment of the skeleton dictates whether muscles will work in a way that is natural, efficient, and, ultimately, pain-free or in a way that is prone to injury and pain.
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        By our cultural standards this woman may be “out of shape,” yet see how easily she carries fifty pounds of potatoes on her head.

        Most people who experience chronic pain would just like to feel more comfortable. It can be hard to imagine there could be a correlation between one person carrying a heavy load on her head and someone else getting rid of chronic back pain. Yet each requires the same particular skeletal alignment that conforms to natural laws. You certainly don’t have to carry a heavy load on your head to heal
back pain (in fact, it is advised that you not do so), yet the same alignment of
bones required to do this successfully is the secret to many people healing chronic
pain. Even lifting weights and otherwise working out cannot prepare someone to
carry a heavy load on the head if the arrangement of bones in relationship to each
other does not conform to natural laws. Indeed, muscle development can interfere
with a quality of relaxed strength that is essential for living in a comfortable, pain-free
body.

        
          [image: image]
        

        It is not one’s level of activity that determines whether one will experience back pain but, rather, the position of the bones in relationship to each other.
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        The alignment of the skeleton dictates whether muscles will work in a way that is natural, efficient, and, ultimately, pain-free or in a way that is prone to injury and pain.
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        It’s easy to see how the collapsed body on the left and the overcorrected body on
the right are pulled out of alignment, while the body in the middle is almost perfectly
divided in half by the centerline.

        The red lines on the three figures above all start at the ankle and rise up along
the vertical axis. It’s easy to see how two of these bodies are pulled off the line,
while the body in the middle is almost perfectly divided in half by the centerline.
The bones in this body are symmetrically arranged around the axis, providing the
same solid structural stability required of buildings and all mechanical constructions.
Most people in technologically developed places move toward one end of the
spectrum or the other, to varying degrees, although rarely do we inhabit the solid, comfortable middle, where the legs serve as vertical columns of support, and the spine is perfectly aligned and optimally elongated.

        
          The question now begging to be answered by comprehensive research is this: Can someone be truly fit if the bones of the skeleton do not support the body, causing the muscles to be distorted and struggle to compensate, and the spine (the nervous system) is not aligned along the central axis?

        

      

      
        HOW CULTURE AFFECTS THE PHYSICAL

        Inherited body type and other genetic traits, personal habits, injuries, physical and emotional trauma, patterns of movement, and types and levels of activity are all factors that determine the shape we have as well as the shape we are in. At a very young age we begin to unconsciously become imprinted by the postures, gestures, styles, and tensions of those around us. Before long we become adolescents and may start to acquire the gestures of our friends and idols. Perhaps, without realizing it, we take on a defiant stance by pumping ourselves up like a rooster, or we attempt to withdraw, literally, by collapsing into ourselves in an attempt to become invisible. For many people these early habits set the tone for a whole lifetime, thus affecting our relationship with ourselves and with others, and affecting our long-term health.
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