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Recent scientific research has supported what contemplative practices have known for hundreds and even thousands of years that opening awareness to the signals of the body is a window to wisdom.

This wisdom, this source of deep knowing from our internal world, also connects us with empathy for the internal world of others.

Dr Daniel J. Siegel

Professor of psychiatry at UCLA School of Medicine, Executive Director of the Mindsight Institute
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FOREWORD

Everybody has a body. Everybody is a body. A dictionary definition of body is ‘the main or central part of anything’. In her method of positioning our bodies as a central part of our healing and our ongoing wellbeing, Noa Belling has joined the ranks of an increasing majority of doctors, therapists, counselors, and educators who include and integrate our physical selves into the theory and practice of increasing human potential.

Back in the 1970s, when I was getting started in this field as a dance therapist and bodyworker, the idea that our physical health was closely related to our emotional or cognitive health was a fringe belief. Western medicine practised in an almost completely separate location to psychotherapy, which in turn practised in territories largely distant from physical education. The idea that there was a bi-directional influence between how you moved and your emotional, cognitive, and relational wellbeing, was largely relegated to New Age crackpots.

Over the years I have watched and marveled as our location at the fringe has been migrating towards the centre, to the point where, now, two decades into the 21st century, the assumption of body/mind integration has landed in the mainstream. Physicians are getting some of their most powerful results from the practice of behavioural medicine, a field that urges people to exercise to address mild-to-moderate depression, to notice that what they eat affects not only their blood sugar but their mood, and to ward off cognitive decline by dancing and hanging out with friends.

In the fields of psychotherapy and counseling, similar shifts have occurred. Psychotherapists and counselors began to identify the limitations of Freud’s ‘Talking Cure’. They have noted that discussing one’s past, to gain insight in the hope of producing therapeutic change, yielded poor outcomes or only modest results. This was often after patients had spent years and many thousands of dollars on therapy. These same psychotherapy and counseling professionals began to notice that their clients’ wellbeing improved when the therapy became more experiential, by directly feeling and processing emotions during sessions, for instance, as well as seeing their clients’ bodily sensations as another voice trying to be heard. Also, forming a bond with their patients increased the likelihood of their patients feeling secure enough to seek change.

Research, particularly in the field of neuroscience, has yielded dramatic breakthroughs in re-centralising the lived experience of the body in current culture. Many studies have demonstrated that our brains read our bodies in order to organise feeling, thinking, and behaviour; body memory lies at the base of much of our dispositions, attitudes, and feelings; and our body’s posture, gestures and movements influence how we appraise stimuli and how we respond to them. Clearly, the time has come to move on from outdated beliefs that the mind and body are separate systems.

Noa Belling’s book, The Mindful Body, clearly, gracefully, and articulately assists us to heal and thrive. Divided into eleven parts, the book deftly weaves together research and theory from multiple disciplines, with integrative ideas and accessible practices. In reading the book, we learn to see our lives and our relationships as embodied experiences, and have ongoing opportunities to feel that embodiment directly as we read. The themes of the book include decision-making, confidence, relationships and zest for life, and they immediately apply to our daily experiences. The ‘Mindful Body’ practices help us to respond to the book directly. While scaffolded with research, the flesh and blood of the book speaks to how we can move more purposefully and productively in our world.

An example of this is Noa’s recurring emphasis on what emotions are, where they come from, and how we can work with them to lead happier lives. Looking through multiple lenses (such as early childhood development, brain structure and chemistry, trauma theory, and social neuroscience), we can see that emotions begin to organise prenatally, that they begin to operate before we are consciously aware of them, and that they are designed to motivate and guide most of our actions, through the moving body. We now know, through these same disciplines, that emotions are frequently shared with others, that regulating emotions can be a social and personal event, and that emotional resiliency is bound with self efficacy, physical health, and loving kindness.

Working from this integrated perspective requires a nuanced and broad set of strategies. One of the strengths of The Mindful Body is its use of practices, which span from ancient wisdom traditions to current activities, and the wide array of exercises from the disparate fields of biofeedback, acupressure, dance therapy, meditation, Yoga, somatic psychology, traumatology, dreamwork, and various forms of visualisation. Of particular note is Noa’s emphasis on natural movement, where attending to inner body states is combined with conscious movement responses that emerge and inform us. Movement may be the key here – the movement of our body, our emotions, and our thoughts, in ways that keep us engaged, regulated and relational.

As I write this foreword I feel a unique sense of pride that this field has come to such a point of maturity that The Mindful Body can be written and read and followed by so many. Part of this pride stems from the fact that many years ago Noa Belling was my student at Naropa University, in the Somatic Psychology program. It is a great joy to witness her, a living embodiment of mind-body integration, centralising the power of her work in the body of this effective and accessible book.

Christine Caldwell, PhD

Author of Getting Our Bodies Back, and Bodyfulness






INTRODUCTION


Our bodies hold the potency of all individual and communal exploration, supplying the juice, the breath, the concrete reality, and the resiliency that allow us to track and savor our development.

Susan Aposhyan



Your body is a living expression of your mind. It can also be a grounded, empowering and intelligent resource that can support you in many ways. This book is a practical, personal guide for discovering and exploring the body/mind connection. It delves into how your mind lives in your body and how body awareness can help you, if you wish, to change aspects of your life.

Throughout the book you are invited to explore how your body has a mind of its own. Your body is constantly responding to life all the way from noticeable muscular shifts in posture and facial expression to the more subtle level of the cellular and energetic responses to what is going on inside and around you. This response often occurs before your thinking mind has a chance to catch up. Your body makes independent decisions, too, such as in keeping you alive via your heartbeat, your breathing, and many other body systems. Your body also instinctively triggers a survival response such as ‘fight or flight’ when you are in danger.

Your body has a memory of its own called implicit memory. When we think of memory, we usually think of explicit memory, which involves consciously recalling the factual details or events of our lives (like what we did on the weekend and with whom). This memory helps us to organise ourselves according to time, place and context. It is supported by language that helps us form narratives about our lives. Explicit memory starts in bits and pieces from about two years old and grows with our grasp of language.

Implicit memory is our non-verbal, feeling-based record of past experience. It is the first memory system in place before we begin to talk and it remains active throughout our lives, beneath our explicit narratives that we add along the way.

Implicit memory has a procedural component and an emotional component.

Procedural

On a procedural level, it kicks in when we experience automatic reactions that do not require focused attention or speech. Riding a bicycle is an example. We react to the feeling of being unbalanced, of needing to move forward and keeping the handlebars straight. We do not focus our thoughts and energy on any one thing in particular. Learning to walk is another procedural memory action. Once it is recorded in memory, most of us would have trouble explaining how we do it. It is just there and generally remains with us for a lifetime.

Emotional

The emotional component of implicit memory records our non-verbal, emotional interactions with people and life. The result is an emotional autobiography that we can sense in our bodies as familiar feeling tones. These feeling tones colour and shape our emotional world and our identity and are also stored below the level of conscious awareness, like riding a bicycle. For example, believing that we are shy, anxious, reserved, moody, outgoing, confident or cheerful, is influenced implicitly by our past experiences. This changes how the world appears to each person or, in words attributed to Anais Nin: ‘We don’t see things as they are, we see them as we are.’

As we mature we begin to identify with our thoughts about life and with the explicit storyline about the history of our lives. However, in truth, it is our implicit, emotional memory that is the real driver of our choices and behaviours.


Change Is Possible

Neuroplasticity refers to the brain’s ability to rewire itself and form new neural pathways. Scientific findings in this area show that we are able to change on an implicit and explicit level at any age. In his book The Brain That Changes Itself, Norman Doidge refers to change and healing as a process of noticing our feelings, uncovering unconscious memory and putting it into words and into context so that it can be better understood. Then we can find proactive and creative ways to help ourselves. In the process, we can ‘plastically’ re-transcribe even deeply ingrained implicit memories so that they become conscious explicit memories, sometimes for the first time. It takes time and perseverance to achieve lasting change, but it is within our reach.

This book provides many opportunities to explore how the past and present live in our bodies and affect our experiences of life. There are also many opportunities to make positive changes in our brains and lives through body-mind awareness and practising mindfulness in a body-referenced way.

As a path to mindfulness, body awareness offers a natural route. This is because, at its core, mindfulness is about living with greater presence, which is a natural state for our bodies, which are moving in the here and now. It is only our thoughts that can drift off into the past or the future. For example, many mindfulness practices start with attention to body and breathing as a way to anchor awareness in the moment. So your practice of living more mindfully in and through your body, along with all the other benefits of becoming more body mindful, can also yield results common to the practice of traditional mindfulness. Benefits can include improved physical health, brain function and energy levels, reduced stress, increased emotional resilience, increased positive feelings like optimism, joy, contentment and intimacy, decreased negative feelings like depression, anxiety and isolation, and an improved quality of life.





Mindful Body Moments and Mindful Body Processes

In this book your practical opportunities to create lasting, positive change in your brain and body, are offered in two ways:

Mindful Body Moments

Mindful Body Processes

Together they are designed to yield psychological insight, healing and growth, while promoting healthy brain development and qualities of mindfulness for applying to life.

Mindful Body Moments

Mindful Body Moments are short, impactful exercises for body-mind awareness and integration. These are intended to strengthen the muscles of your mindful embodiment in playful, exploratory ways, while naturally promoting resilience, optimal brain functioning and heart-led living.

The invitation is for you to carry this idea of taking Mindful Body Moments forwards into your life. Any time could be a time for a Mindful Body Moment. It could be a break from working at your computer, a gap between meetings, a moment stuck in traffic, when you are waiting in the shopping line, or waiting to pick up your child from school, or in a free moment at home. You can practise any Mindful Body Moment you choose anywhere and anytime, and discreetly, so that no one else notices. All that is required is for you to remember to include a Mindful Body Moment now and again in your day. You can also dedicate a particular time each day to certain practices, if you wish, for increasing the consistency of your mind-body connectedness. As you become accustomed to doing so, hopefully you will come to appreciate and enjoy these moments so that they do not feel like a chore, and instead become moments you look forward to for their enriching, soothing and enlivening effects.

There are many Mindful Body Moment options offered throughout the book. You are invited to read each and then to take your chosen ones forward into your daily life. Including at least one moment each day for body-mind connection will bring the greatest benefits. Let your own experiments and outcomes be your personal motivation.

You might also wish to experiment with one Mindful Body Moment for a period of time to get to know it better, strengthen its effect and then, because you know it well, use it more readily, on-the-spot, in spare moments. Or you might gravitate to a favourite Mindful Body Moment and focus mainly on that one. Alternatively you might wish to try out different ones at different times, which is helpful for keeping your mind-body exploration and integration feeling fresh, new and interesting.

Mindful Body Processes

Mindful Body Processes are opportunities to gain self-awareness in a more in-depth way than taking a Mindful Body Moment. At times it is helpful to carry out this kind of deeper self-reflection to allow for new awareness to dawn and new resources to be developed. For example, this can apply to working with particularly challenging emotions and memories. And these longer processes tend to generate their own Mindful Body Moments that you can practise thereafter to consolidate the outcome.

Mindful Body Dreaming

In the dreams and imagination chapter, the Mindful Body Moments and Mindful Body Processes are referred to, as Mindful Body Dreaming.




How Much to Practise for Lasting Change?

There is no definitive answer about exactly how much practice creates lasting change. However, there is agreement in the fields of psychology and neuroscience that regularly practising positive, new behaviours is key, even if in short bursts. For example, Dr Rick Hanson has estimated that even 30 seconds of practice a few times a day can effectively rewire the brain and ingrain positive changes in life. The key is to really visualise and embody the new positive state. It is important to hold this state in body and mind for long enough to allow the brain to really register it and respond to it by forming new neural connections. This is why it is recommended to consciously hold awareness of a changed state of body and mind for at least 30 seconds. You will be reminded to do so as you move through the practices in the book, so new neural connections and new, positive life habits can be reinforced and developed over time.





Mindful Body Process

A dip inside the mind of your body

To get a sense of how your body and mind live together and how you can influence how you feel, pause for a few moments to try out this experience:

No matter how you are feeling, let your awareness dive deep inside your body. Begin to explore what you find. Become curious about how your body is holding your feelings right now. Perhaps you find some parts of your body are tense or tired, restless or out of balance. You might notice the quality of your breathing. No need to change what you find. For now, treat everything simply as information about your state of body and mind. Take a few moments to look around inside. Perhaps a particular body part draws your attention. Or you might have a general sense of how you feel all over.

Be curious. What is your body expressing? How is it reflecting your feelings and thoughts now? Are you holding your head up high and facing the world? Or perhaps you are tense, lopsided, fidgety or collapsed into yourself, or turning some part of yourself away? What could this reflect about your attitudes to your life at this time?

Now consider how you would like to feel. You might think of a quality like kindness, patience, strength or calmness that you feel would be good for you. Then breathe your chosen quality through you, allowing the feeling of it to become you. Become curious about what could help you on a body level. You might take a few deep breaths. You might try on a new posture, perhaps breathing in, stretching out, or bringing some movement to free up areas that feel tight or that need some enlivening. There is always something you can do on a body level. Notice how this process might shift you – how you breathe, feel, think and face the world.










CHAPTER 1 GREETING YOUR BODY



No other form of communication is more universally understood as touch. The compassionate touch of a hand or a reassuring hug can take away our fears, soothe our anxieties, and fill the emptiness of being lonely.

Randi Fine



When you first meet someone you might shake hands in greeting. To enter this book’s journey of perhaps getting to know your body anew, you are invited to start by also extending a tactile kind of greeting to your body. This is as if to say, ‘Hello, here you are and here I am with you’. From there the relationship can begin to develop.

As an initial greeting, you are invited to place your hands on your head. Find the place for each hand that feels best, such as front and back, or top and bottom, where the back of your neck meets your head. Or you can hold both sides of your head. Go with what feels right.

What happens to your thoughts as you hold your head? It may look like the gesture of ‘oh my goodness, everything feels so overwhelming’, but the sensation may feel more like quick and easy relief from mental busy-ness and a welcome return into your warm body senses, allowing you to breathe again.

In our busy lives full of to-do lists, worries, decisions, criticisms and challenges, our attention can get stuck in our heads day in and day out as we try to hold everything together. Stay holding your head for a few more moments while breathing naturally. Deepen your breathing only if it feels natural. Let go when it feels like enough.

Touch is an effective connector of mind and body and this connection can be experienced in an instant. Your skin feels alive, awakening your body senses. Touch is proven to decrease the physiological effects of stress and anxiety, lowering levels of stress hormones like cortisol, lowering blood pressure, and slowing heart rate. It is also found to strengthen the immune system. Nurturing touch stimulates the release of oxytocin, the ‘cuddle’ or ‘love’ hormone, which can relax and clear your mind. Oxytocin can also induce a sense of trust and connection, switch off the fight or flight response, provide welcome soothing when you’re feeling emotional, and raise the level of other feel-good hormones like endorphins. Touch can also help you to sleep better by drawing your attention from your busy mind, and into your warm body senses.


Self-holding

How would it feel to hold yourself with the same support and care as you would hold a person you love?

We don’t always have others around to be in ‘touch’ with. Also, touch is quite a ‘touchy’ subject in the way that it reminds us of our relationship with nurturing, body image, boundaries and sexuality. Luckily, in your own hands, you hold the power to achieve noticeable results. Without necessarily knowing it, we touch ourselves many times a day, anyway. We touch our faces, rub our foreheads, fold our arms, play with our hair, touch our necks, rub and squeeze our hands, play with our fingers, place our hands on our hips, rub our lower backs, cross our legs, rub where it hurts, etc. Often through our instinctive touch we are self-soothing or attempting to ground ourselves, even if we are not conscious that we are doing it. As an experiment, next time you become aware that you are touching yourself, you could try continuing, deliberately, and be more conscious of the experience. This chapter is an invitation to use touch consciously.

To follow are some self-holding options for your exploration. They guide you to give attention to different parts of your body and provide you with constantly available ways to self-support. You could use any of them for stress relief, to provide comfort, or simply to connect with yourself and relax at the end of your day. Try them out to find the ones that you like best.


HOW AND HOW LONG TO HOLD

Steadily hold each position for a few seconds, initially, to get a feel for it. If the position resonates with you, hold for as long as feels nourishing. Breathe naturally as you do so. Some positions might feel amazing. Others not right for today. Hold with a firmness or gentleness that feels just right. As you hold, feel warmth and support from your hands. Feel the pulse of life beneath your skin. Wait for a natural shift, such as an organic deep breath or just a sense that you have held for long enough, to let you know when to move on or let go. Explore the holds that you like best and use your favourite holds regularly.


THE HOLDS
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	1. One hand holds the base of your skull (where the back of your head meets the top of your neck). Place your other hand either on the top of your head or over your forehead, whichever feels better for you.



EFFECT: Almost instantly reduces stress, especially where there is mental agitation. Can clear your mind. Shifts your attention to your body senses and allows you to access feelings, which can provide insight into a given situation.
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	2. One hand gives the opposite trapezius muscle a squeeze. Hold this squeeze for a few breaths. (Your trapezius muscle is between your neck and shoulder and is a common area of tension.) Repeat on the other side. To end, use both hands to rub up and down the back of your neck and over your trapezius area a few times.



EFFECT: Can release your breathing and relieve the sense of carrying the world on your shoulders.
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	3. Rub your upper arms.



EFFECT: Raises oxytocin or ‘cuddle hormone’ levels. Helps you sense your personal boundaries.

Hug yourself, either following your natural inclination to wrap your arms around your upper body, or you can slip your hands under your armpits to hold the sides of your upper chest. Relax your elbows at your sides as you hold your hands flat against your ribs and right up under your armpits.

EFFECT: Self love.
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	4. Place one or both of your hands over your heart and hold for a few moments.



EFFECT: Mothers and self-nurtures. Putting a hand on your heart while speaking also displays sincerity and can positively influence how others respond to you.
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	5. Rub your lower back. You could also place one hand on your lower back, behind your hipbone (either side is fine). Place the other hand at the crease of the inner side of your knee on the same side as you are holding your lower back.



EFFECT: Grounds you, energises your legs and encourages a feeling of ‘get up and go’.

After holding this position, sweep both hands down your legs, front and back, a few times to enhance the grounding and energising effect.
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	6. Place your hands in a prayer pose, either touching your chest or with a small space between hands and chest, whichever feels better to you.



EFFECT: Centres, reminds of prayer so you can say a little prayer for yourself, too, while holding.

End by holding your favourite position and notice how you feel now.



Most of us are so overloaded and busy, whether from work or home life, that a few minutes of self-holding can work wonders. Use the holds that you like whenever you wish. Perhaps you could include some in your bath routine, while lying in bed at night before you go to sleep, or first thing in the morning to set yourself up well for the day. You could add some before or after an exercise routine for some extra body honouring. As you might do for others, you could also simply take hold of your own hand or arm or place a hand on your chest area for support through conflict or challenging moments.

These particular holds are adapted from an acupressure approach called Jin Shin TARA. Jin Shin TARA has its roots in the innately body-mind practice of Chinese Medicine. Guided touch, or holding specific areas of the body, is used as part of a holistic approach to healthcare. Dr Stephanie Mines, founder of the TARA approach, advocates touch as a powerful healing agent for shock and trauma in the body-mind-spirit system. Touch can quickly ground intense feelings. Holding a hand or even just your own finger when you hear shocking news, or when you feel scared, as well as rubbing where it hurts, can provide relief.




THE IDEAL STATE

Finding a balance between the sympathetic and parasympathetic nervous system is key to health and wellbeing.

The sympathetic nervous system

The sympathetic nervous system is characterised by a feeling of energy, alertness and confidence. Out of balance, it could feel like nervousness and agitation, a need to talk rapidly, constriction in the breath, rapid heartbeat, hyperactivity, anxiety, or, in the extreme, panic.

The parasympathetic nervous system

The parasympathetic nervous system is characterised by a feeling of relaxation, connection and introspection. Out of balance it could feel like withdrawal, disconnection, feeling paralysed, shutting down, spaciness, numbness, tiredness or helplessness.

A healthy and creative ideal is characterised by being calmly alert. This combines the best of both the sympathetic and the parasympathetic worlds. Feel-good hormones are released, which uplifts your spirits and promotes health. Touch is a simple and accessible method for supporting yourself to let go of sympathetic or parasympathetic nervous-system extremes and to open to a more balanced, wholesome and grounded state of nervous-system balance.






About Greeting Others With Touch

In the same way as primates groom each other to strengthen social bonds, human touch also seems to strengthen relationships and foster a sense of closeness and likeability. For example, studies have shown that even fleeting, non-threatening contact with a stranger can have a measurable effect. We are found to be more likely to agree to a request and to respond favourably to a person or a product. This can hold true even when people have no conscious memory of being touched. Touch plays a central and highly influential role throughout our emotional lives whether we are aware of it or not.

According to Tiffany Field, at the Touch Research Institute, the healing power of safe, nurturing touch extends across our life spans. Touch is found to help babies develop a sense of safety and security. Consistent, nurturing touch by parents can help reduce a baby’s pain and help them sleep better, reduce their irritability, increase sociability among other infants and improve growth in premature babies. Field has found similar gains later in life, too, such as reduction in chronic pain and improvement in emotional conditions in children and adults when some supportive touch is included regularly in their lives. In the elderly, in addition, Field has found that touch yields emotional and cognitive benefits that can be separated from general social support. In one series of studies, one group of elderly participants received regular, conversation-filled social visits. Another group received social visits that also included massage. The second group recorded more emotional and cognitive benefits than the first.

We also cannot touch without being touched. The physiological benefits of touch, like the rise in oxytocin levels and lowered heart rate, are experienced in both the giver and the receiver. The Touch Research Institute has found that a person giving a massage experiences as great a reduction in stress hormones as the person receiving it. Their studies have also shown that a person giving a hug gets just as much benefit as a person being hugged.


WHEN NOT TO TOUCH

There are people for whom touch does not feel nourishing, however. It can result in resistance and feelings of discomfort. From cultural and religious differences, to personality differences, to family differences and life experience, touch needs to be used sensitively. A rule of thumb if we are using touch with others is to stick to safe zones like the arms and upper back and to be sensitive to the recipient’s reaction. Do they warm to your touch or pull away? Respecting this and discontinuing touch if there is resistance, is important. The same applies with those we love. There are times when we are open to each other’s physical contact and times we are not. Sensitivity to this involves tuning in to, and respecting, each other’s changing needs. Interestingly, according to research, the true indicator of a healthy long-term relationship is not how often each person initiates touch. The true indicator is how often your partner touches you in response to your touch. Laura Guerrero, co-author of Close Encounters: Communication in Relationships, says that the more consistently this happens and the stronger the reciprocity, the more likely someone is to report emotional intimacy and satisfaction within the relationship. This touch reciprocity or touch responsiveness can help you to gauge how open a person is to your touch.







Natural Sense of Boundary

Your skin is a natural boundary between you and the outside world. In her book Natural Intelligence, body-mind psychotherapist Susan Aposhyan, speaks about using the natural boundary of the skin as a metaphor for healthy psychological boundaries. She applies this in her work with clients who have relationship, nurturing or sexuality issues, and who feel vulnerable in relationships. In her work she encourages touching the skin as a way to wake it and strengthen the experience of a natural boundary.

Take a few moments to wake up the sense of natural boundary that an awareness of your skin can give you. Touch your skin from head to toe (through your clothes where necessary), as if you were soaping yourself in the shower, outlining your skin boundary as you go along. Simply touching your skin can increase your sense of feeling alive. This is part of the reason we can feel so refreshed after a bath or shower.

Your skin is not a boundary that you have to imagine. Rather, it is tangible and real. It offers a readily available psychological boundary that can help you to feel safer in your skin and, by extension, to feel safer in the world.


WHERE THE BOUNDARY BEGINS

The sense of psychological boundary starts developing at the very start of life. In embryos, the skin develops out of the same tissue as the nervous system. Skin remains closely related to the nervous system thereafter, giving it great sensitivity for gathering tactile information about the world. Once we are born our skin also plays a role in the formation of our sense of self. Roz Carroll of the Chiron Body Psychotherapy Centre in London distinguishes between a ‘skin ego’ (developing on Sigmund Freud’s notion of ego) and a ‘motoric ego’. Ego refers to a sense of one’s ‘self’ and a sense of one’s worth, that is born out of experience. According to Carroll, the skin and motoric egos precede, and lay the foundation for, our adult ego. Our skin ego develops in the first year of life from our experience with touch. Initially the skin ego is felt as physical containment. A newborn baby can experience a bombardment of sensory input that may feel like chaos to his or her newly developing and immature nervous system. The infant is not yet able to sift and sort sensory input. They also cannot distinguish yet between what is from self and what is from their parent or the outside world. Mummy, Daddy or a caregiver comes in with attuned touch and eye contact and it can focus the baby’s attention, calming, containing and regulating their nervous system. This supports a baby feeling content and safe in the world and they carry this feeling with them into adulthood. This also translates into the ability to regulate one’s own emotions, and models the possibility for relationships being nourishing and supportive. If emotional nurturing is unavailable or inconsistent, the baby can feel emotionally unregulated. Later in life this can present symptoms of being frequently overwhelmed and unable to contain one’s emotions, or to feeling emotionally shut down.

The skin ego

Our skin boundary informs where each of us start and where we end. For a baby, touch and being seen and responded to adequately is key to their ability to differentiate what is self and what is not self. This differentiation is also important later in life for forming and maintaining healthy relationships. It forms the foundation for our ability to connect, trust and respond socially as well as providing a foundation for empathy. How comfortable we feel with physical proximity, or closeness and distance to others, also has roots in the first years of life based on our early experiences with proximity. So our skin egos develop out of the intimate contact with our primary caregivers and it is reinforced or shifted through intimate relationships with other people as we grow older and have different kinds of experiences.

The motoric ego

The ‘motoric ego’ develops after the ‘skin ego’, once a baby can move about on their own and learn about life through their own initiative and physical exploration. With the motoric ego we learn about influencing the world through our actions to add to the skin ego’s experience. Together, the skin and motoric egos form an influential, preverbal foundation for our sense of self as adults. As we grow, our adult egos accumulate more mature perceptions and understandings. Although our original skin and motoric ego imprints remain influential.








Daily Ideas For Staying in Touch Withour Body Self


	Use the self-holding options offered at the start of this chapter – once or twice a day, for even a few minutes, to relieve stress and bring some inner peace.

	Pause now and again to notice your body and consider if there is a part that could use some nurturing attention. Perhaps your shoulders feel tight, or your jaw tense, or your back out of alignment. Spend a few moments giving this part of your body a short massage or hold the area in a way that feels supportive. Breathe and stretch into the area. Then move on with your day with your body feeling acknowledged and refreshed.

	Place your right hand on your heart and your left hand on your belly. Find the position that feels best for you. Breathe naturally while holding this position for a few minutes or for as long as feels good. Focus on the warmth from your hands on your body.
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	Another area that you can massage is the soft spot at the base of your head, where the back of your neck meets your skull. This is an area that can accumulate tension.

	When you are really feeling overwhelmed or restless, lie down flat on your belly (when you get a chance) with arms and legs where they feel most comfortable. This is an effective way to relax your nervous system towards feeling calmer and clearer. Rest like this for as long as you need to.

	To ease tension in your eyes and mind, rub your hands together, creating warmth, then cup your hands over your closed eyes. Absorb the darkness and warmth deep into your eyes and mind. When you open your eyes again let them be soft in their outlook.

	For an interesting, energising sensation, massage your ears.

	Hug and snuggle with loved ones (including pets) regularly.

	Sharing brief back rubs with a partner or friend is an instant feel-good act. Or you can schedule a massage, for a professional touch.

	Spend time in water to feel held, relaxed and comforted in a womb-like watery way. A bath, spending time in a swimming pool or the sea, or even a shower can do the trick.

	Spend time in the sunshine if it is available to you. Sunrays are therapeutic, positively influencing the chemistry of your brain and the functioning of your body with as little as 30 minutes’ exposure a day.

	Give yourself a body brush. Stand up and rub your hands together to warm them. Place your hands on your forehead, then use a continuous brushing stroke as you slide your hands over your head, down the back of your neck, down the sides of your body, round to your lower back and down the backs of your legs (bend your legs if you need to), around the outsides of your legs, and then the insides of your feet, up the insides of your legs, up your abdomen, and then place your hands in a prayer pose. Pause for a moment and then repeat the body brush two more times.









Mindful Body Moment

Support a part of your body with touch

Pause, at any time during your day, perhaps try it out right now, to bring attention to your body and choose an area that can do with some support through touch and holding. You can follow your instincts or you can choose an option suggested in this chapter. Support your body in your chosen way for at least 30 seconds, or longer if you wish, to allow the effects to really seep into your brain and body before moving back into your day. Repeat now and again throughout the day to produce a positive shift in how you feel and how you approach your work and the people around you.










CHAPTER 2 BRAINWAVES AND THE PLACE FOR BODY AWARENESS



You and the universe talk in frequencies.

What you think and feel are the frequencies you are sending and then receiving from the universe.

Roxana Jones



Every day we transition from sleeping to waking to busy working mode, with different emotions and energy levels passing through us, and then back to resting and sleeping again. These states of consciousness can be represented as brainwave frequencies, mapped using an EEG (an electroencephalograph) and measured in Hertz (cycles per second). They are divided into five bands delineating slow, moderate, and fast brainwaves called Delta, Theta, Alpha, Beta and Gamma.

Our brains cycle through these brainwave states every day and night as a natural part of our human biology. Brainwaves also change according to what we are doing and how we are feeling. When slower brainwaves are dominant we can feel anything from relaxed and calm, to tired, slow and dreamy. When faster brainwaves are dominant we can feel focused and attentive all the way through to feeling wired and hyper-alert. A simplified way of summarising brainwave bands as states of consciousness is, super-thinking and loving (gamma), thinking (beta), light, relaxing and sensing (alpha), emotions and dreaming (theta) and deep relaxation or sleeping (delta).

There is no single brainwave that is ‘better’ or more ‘optimal’ than the others. Each serves a purpose. Some help you process and learn new information, others help you calm down after a long, stressful day. Your brain’s ability to be flexible and transition through various brainwave frequencies, is key to your energy levels, your ability to focus, how you manage stress, and how well you sleep at night.

If one of the five bands of brainwaves is either over- or under-produced, this state can cause problems. In our fast-paced, modern lives there is a tendency to overuse our beta thinking faculties. With mindfulness, our central command station shifts from thinking to a more energised, present and grounded state of being. It is a gateway to health, creativity and a sense of vitality, while also helping us relax and sleep better at the end of each day.


Beta Brainwaves (12 to 30 HZ)

[image: Image]

Thinking, Planning, Organising and Speaking

Let us start with beta brainwaves, because your brain is probably producing beta waves right now as you read this. In a state of beta, neurons fire rapidly. You can make connections quickly and easily and you are primed to do work that requires your full attention. It is probably your dominant waking consciousness, associated with being alert and concentrating.

Beta brainwaves help you to prepare for an exam, give a presentation, analyse and organise information, set and follow through on goals and carry out activities where mental alertness and high levels of concentration are key to success. Beta brainwaves also allow you to step back and witness your experience of life. This can help you temper and analyse emotions and be conscious in your responses.


A RANGE OF BETA

Beta brainwaves are divided into three bands according to their speed. High beta, close to the gamma end, reflects highly complex thought, moments of peak concentration and integrating new experiences. Middle beta is when we are actively engaged with a task or conversation, or figuring something out. Low Beta is connected to idle thinking or musing. Low Beta is closer to the alpha end, where you are in a relaxed, somewhat dreamy state. Research by Harvard scientists Matthew Killingsworth and Daniel Gilbert, published in 2010, found that we spend about 47 per cent of our awake time in a low beta state, with our minds wandering aimlessly or daydreaming about things completely unrelated to what we are doing. So our minds constantly mull over random details. One thought leads to another about what happened that day, what was said, what was seen, what was done, who we met and anything else we thought about. The unfortunate finding is that this idle daydreaming is also associated with depression and anxiety. So the conclusion of their study is that a wandering mind is an unhappy mind. This may be because a wandering mind tends to be a worrying mind, a distracted mind, a mind that struggles to switch off when we need rest, and that interferes with our ability to listen. It can make us more prone to addictive behaviour in an attempt to quiet our minds and artificially create inner peace. It also can compromise our health because it is not an energy efficient way to run the brain and body.






Alpha Brainwaves (8 to 12 HZ)

[image: Image]

Gateway to the mindful zone

Alpha is a relaxed, peaceful state of mind. It is the resting state for the awake brain and can have a daydream-like and meditative quality to it. Completing a task and then sitting down to rest, taking a break from work and walking in the garden are all conducive to entering an alpha state. A light alpha state can also be achieved by taking a few deep breaths or time out to reflect. The alpha state is good for memory, and for consolidating things you have learned. Alpha brainwaves help you to feel calmly alert, which is a life skill that can be practised and improved upon. Having this skill can help you to keep calm in tough situations and to generally cope better with stress.

Ways to cultivate an alpha brainwave state include giving your thinking mind a break during the day, spending time in nature, balancing work, rest and play, physical exercise and using whatever relaxation methods work for you. Meditation, prayer and a good night’s sleep are also alpha gateways. Cultivating alpha brainwave activity grows inner peace. The benefit of this is that those who find peace within also find it easier to live in peace with others.


EMOTIONAL STABILITY AND A SENSE OF WELLBEING

Higher alpha brainwave activity usually indicates a positive, stable and balanced emotional state. It allows you to be patient, grounded, calm and clear, which also gives you the space in your mind to notice your feelings and to respond in a more considered, rational way. The ‘feel-good’ effect of alpha brainwaves is associated with the release of bio-chemicals such as serotonin, which can help to counteract difficult emotions such as depression and anxiety. Alongside relaxation techniques some people may need to resolve unfinished emotional business that might stand in the way of true relaxation. Taking an emotional inventory and delving into challenging emotions in a supported way, might be necessary if you struggle to relax.




A RANGE OF ALPHA

Alpha ranges from daydreaming through to complete non-thinking. For example, you may still be thinking about, or reflecting on, your day, although with a dreamy quality to it. As you go deeper in alpha frequencies, closer to the theta end, your mind becomes rich with visual images associated with dreaming. The result is expanded awareness with access to intuition and deeper self-awareness. Both alpha and theta brainwaves are great for creative thinking and problem solving. They give you a naturally creative state that you can apply to artistic endeavours and to everyday problem solving. Tuning in to alpha brainwaves can help you to see a current task in a new light, perhaps providing new insight and perspective.






Theta Brainwaves (4 to 7 HZ)

[image: Image]

Emotional, imaginary realm

Theta brainwaves are present during deep relaxation and daydreaming as well as in meditation. Theta has been called a twilight state because of its fleeting appearance as you drift off to sleep and as you rise up out of deep sleep. It is also a twilight state because theta rests at the threshold of your subconscious mind. At these times it is like you are in a waking dream, receptive to imaginative ideas and creative thinking beyond your normal conscious awareness. It is great for ‘out-of-the-box’ thinking and is one reason for the saying ‘sleep on it’. Essentially theta is an imagination wellspring.

Theta brainwaves are also produced when feeling emotional and they are involved in recording emotional memories. Because of this relationship between emotions, imagery and memory, focusing on any can give you access to all. For example, when we are feeling emotional theta stirs up associated imagery and memories. And this relationship can be used to our advantage when we apply visualisation to influence how we feel, and to work creatively with our memories.

Research shows that regular theta brainwave activity has great benefits, including boosting the immune system, enhancing creativity, and facilitating feelings of psychological wellbeing. Theta brainwaves can decrease mental fatigue and facilitate emotional processing.


DEEP THETA AT THE DELTA BORDER

The shamanic or spiritual trance state resides in the low theta brainwave frequency. Researcher Melinda Maxfield discovered that the steady, rhythmic beat of a drum, struck four-and-a-half times per second, is a shamanic tool for inducing the deepest part of the shamanic state of consciousness. Another example is the constant and rhythmic drone of Tibetan Buddhist chants that transports monks into realms of blissful meditation with brainwaves on the border of theta and delta. This frequency, together with delta brainwaves, is associated with the enlightened state as well as simply with a state of calm, clear and blissful inner peace. At these times there is deep, slow-wave resonance with nature giving a sense of interconnection or oneness with life, the universe and everything.
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