
		
			[image: cover.jpg]
		


		
			
				[image: The Spirituality of the Body; Bioenergetics for Grace and Harmony by Alexander Lowen, M.D.]
			

		


		
			Books by Alexander Lowen, M.D.

			The Language of the Body Originally published as Physical Dynamics of Character Structure

			Love and Orgasm: A Revolutionary Guide to Sexual Fulfillment

			The Betrayal of the Body

			Pleasure: A Creative Approach to Life

			Bioenergetics: The Revolutionary Therapy That Uses the Language of the Body  to Heal the Problems of the Mind

			Depression and the Body: The Biological Basis of Faith and Reality

			The Way to Vibrant Health: A Manual of Bioenergetic Exercises, co-author Leslie Lowen

			Fear of Life

			Narcissism: Denial of the True Self

			Love, Sex, and Your Heart

			The Spirituality of the Body: Bioenergetics for Grace and Harmony

			Joy: The Surrender to the Body and to Life

			Honoring the Body: The Autobiography of Alexander Lowen, M.D.

			The Voice of the Body: Selected Public Lectures 1962-1982

		


		
			The Spirituality of the Body

			Published by The Alexander Lowen Foundation 

			Shelburne Vermont 05482

			www.lowenfoundation.org

			Copyright© 1988 by Alexander Lowen, MD.

			All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photo-copying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the Publisher.

			Except in the United States of America, this book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired out, or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent publisher.

			Library of Congress Control Number 2003113355 (2004) 

			ISBN 978-1-938485-12-l (paperback)

			ISBN 978-1-938485-13-8 (ebook)

			First Edition by The Alexander Lowen Foundation, 2013 

		


		
			Dedicated to FREDERIC L. LOWEN,
 a gentle man.

		


		
			Contents

			Preface

			1: The Concept of Grace and Spirituality

			2: The Energetic Concept

			3: Breathing

			4: The Graceful Body: The Loss of Gracefulness

			5: Feeling and Feelings

			6: Sexuality and Spirituality

			7: Grounding: The Connection to Reality

			8: The Structural Dynamics of the Body

			9: Face to the World

			10: Peace of Mind

			11: Love and Faith

			12: The Gracious Mind

		
		


		
			Wise men read very sharply all your private history in your look and gait and behavior. The whole economy of nature is bent on expression. The telltale body is all tongues. Men are like Geneva watches with crystal faces which express the whole movement.

			—Ralph Waldo Emerson

		


		
			
Preface

			In this book I shall attempt to uncover health’s spiritual face. We shall see that the subjective feeling of health is one of aliveness and pleasure in the body, a feeling that increases at times to joyfulness. It is in such states that we feel a kinship with all living creatures and recognize our connection to the world. Pain, on the other hand, isolates us and cuts us off from others. When we are ill, our health is compromised not only by our symptoms but by the isolation they impose on us.

			We shall also see that health is manifested objectively in the gracefulness of the body’s movements, in a bodily radiance or glow (no wonder we speak of “glowing health”), and in the body’s softness and warmth. The total absence of these qualities denotes death or a fatal illness. The softer and more pliable we are, the closer we are to health. As we become more rigid with age, we draw closer to death.

			Aldous Huxley describes three forms of grace: animal grace, human grace, and spiritual grace.1 As we have seen, spiritual grace involves a sense of connectedness to a higher order. Human grace is reflected in a person’s behavior toward his fellow man; it can properly be described as graciousness. We are familiar with animal grace from watching free and wild creatures. For me, watching squirrels playing in the trees is an exciting experience. Few humans can hope to approach the gracefulness and sureness of their movements. The swift flight of swallows is also awe-inspiring. To one degree or another, all wild animals have this beautiful quality of gracefulness of movement. For humans, according to Huxley, animal grace comes when we open ourselves to the “virtue of the sun and the spirit of the air” instead of abusing our bodies and interfering with the workings of our innate animal intelligence.2

			However, humans do not and perhaps cannot live on the same plane as wild animals, for the fullness of animal grace, according to Huxley, is reserved for them. Man’s nature is such that he must live a self-conscious life in time. What this means, according to Huxley, is that “animal grace is no longer sufficient for the conduct of life and must be supplemented by deliberate choices between right and wrong.”3 We must grant the validity of Huxley’s argument, but if animal grace is not sufficient for the conduct of human life, it may still be necessary. To put it differently, how can behavior truly be gracious if it lacks a foundation in the body’s animal grace? When one deliberately adopts a gracious style without grounding it in bodily feelings of pleasure, such graciousness is no more than a facade erected to impress or deceive the world.

			According to the Bible, prior to eating the forbidden fruit of the tree of knowledge, man lived in the Garden of Eden without self-consciousness, just like any other animal. He was innocent and knew the joy of living in a state of grace. Along with the knowledge of good and evil came the responsibility to make choices, and man lost his innocence and became self-conscious. The harmony that had existed between man and God, between man and nature, was destroyed. Instead of the bliss of ignorance, man now knew and experienced “dis-ease.” Joseph Campbell places some of the responsibility for this loss of harmony on the Christian tradition, which separates the spirit from the flesh. “The Christian separation of matter and spirit, of the dynamism of life and the values of the spirit, of natural grace and supernatural grace, has really castrated nature.” 4

			Behind the Christian tradition is the Judeo-Grecian belief in the superiority of the mind over the body. When mind and body are separated, spirituality becomes an intellectual phenomenon -a belief rather than a vital force-while the body becomes simply flesh, or a biochemical laboratory, as in modem medicine. The dispirited body is characterized by its relative unaliveness and lack of grace. Its movements tend to have a mechanical quality, since they are to a large degree determined by the mind or will. When the spirit moves the body, it quivers with excitement and bounds with enthusiasm, like a stream cascading down a mountainside, or flows quietly, like a wide and deep river in a plain. Life does not always flow smoothly, but when one has to push or drag one’s self through the days, there is something seriously wrong in the body’s dynamics that disposes the person to illness.

			True gracefulness is not something that is learned; it is part of man’s natural endowment as one of God’s creatures. Once lost, however, it can only be recovered by reestablishing the body’s spirituality. To do that, we need to understand both why and how it was lost. But since one can’t recover a lost object unless one knows what it is, we will start with an investigation of the natural body, one in which movement, feeling, and thinking are integrated in graceful actions. We will study the body as a contained and self-maintained energetic  system that is dependent  on and constantly interacting with the environment for its survival. An energetic perspective will enable us to comprehend the true nature of bodily grace and spirituality without becoming mystical. This will lead to an exploration of the role of feeling in human grace. In the absence of feeling, movement becomes mechanical and ideas become abstractions. One can preach love to a broken-spirited person whose soul is full of hate, but such preaching is ineffective. If we can restore the integrity of his spirit, his love will shine forth. We will investigate some of the disturbances that break a person’s spirit, diminish the body’s gracefulness, and undermine its health. Focusing on grace as a criterion of health will enable us to understand many of the emotional problems that plague human beings and to develop the gracefulness that promotes health.

			Spirit and matter are joined in the concept of grace.  In theology, grace is defined as “the divine influence acting within the heart to regenerate, sanctify and keep it.” It could also be defined as the divine spirit acting within the body. The divine spirit is experienced as the natural gracefulness of the body and in the graciousness of the person’s attitude toward all of God’s creatures. Grace is a state of holiness, of wholeness, of connection to life, and of unity with the divine. This state is also one of health, as we shall see.

			Notes

			1.		Aldous Huxley, The Perennial Philosophy (New York: Harper & Row, 1945),89-91.

			2	Ibid., 166.

			3.	Ibid., 269.

			4.	Joseph Campbell, The Power of Myth (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1988), 199.

		


		
			
1 The Concept of Grace and Spirituality


			Our striving for health can be effective only if we have a positive concept of health. Defining health as the absence of disease is a negative view because it sees the body as a mechanic might look at an automobile, the parts of which can be replaced without disturbing the machine. That is not true of any living organism and certainly not true of human beings. We have feelings, which no machine has; we move spontaneously, which no machine is able to do; and we are connected in a very deep way to other living organisms and to nature. Our spirituality derives from this sense of connection to a force or order greater than ourselves. It matters little what name we give it or whether we leave it nameless, as the Hebrews do.

			If we accept that human beings are spiritual creatures, then we must also accept that health is related to spirituality. I am convinced that losing the sense of connection to other people, to animals, to nature results in a serious disturbance of mental health. On a cultural level, we call this disturbance anomie. On an individual level, we describe it as a feeling of isolation, aloneness, and emptiness that can lead to depression or, in more severe cases, to schizoid withdrawal. It is not generally recognized that when connection with the outer world is broken there is a concomitant loss of connection with the bodily self. This lack of feeling of the body underlies both depression and the schizoid state. It is due to a reduction in the body’s vitality, to a diminution of its vital spirit, to a decrease in its energetic state. Of course, mental health cannot be separated from physical health; true health includes both aspects of the personality. All the same, medicine has no valid physical or objective criteria for evaluating mental health. One can only measure health by the absence of disturbing elements in the patient’s personality and by his complaints. Symptoms, we must realize, are subjective phenomena.

			Objectively, mental health is reflected in the aliveness of the body that can be observed in the brightness of the eyes, the color and warmth of the skin, the spontaneity of expression, the vibrancy of the body, and the gracefulness of movement. The eyes are particularly important because they are windows to the soul. In them can be seen the life of the spirit. Where that spirit is absent—as in schizophrenia—the eyes are vacant. In the depressed state, the eyes are sad, and in many cases one can see a deep despair in the person. In the borderline personality the eyes are dull, indicating that the function of seeing, that is, seeing as understanding what one observes—is crippled. The dulling of the eyes can be traced in most cases to the experience of horror in childhood. Because the eyes are important in the way we relate to one another and to the world about us, I shall analyze their function more fully in chapter 9, “Face to the World.” People with bright eyes tend to look at one another directly, to make eye contact that is a feeling connection with the other person. The bright color and warmth of the skin are due to the strong flow of blood to the surface of the body—from the heart, acting under the influence of the “divine” spirit. In the same way, the vibrancy of the body and the gracefulness of movement are manifestations of this spirit. We can only conclude that the Greeks were correct in saying that a healthy mind can only exist in a healthy body.

			In view of the above, one may question whether it is meaningful and effective to treat mental illness without regard to the state of the body or to heal physical illness without any consideration for the state of the person’s spirit. The answer to the above question must be both yes and no.  Where the elimination of a distressing symptom is the goal of the treatment, an exclusive focus on the limited area of the person involved in the symptom is meaningful and can be effective. Almost all of medical practice is engaged in this kind of treatment. But such a practice does not restore the person to a whole state of health, nor does it act upon the underlying cause of the disorder; namely, the factors in the personality of an individual that predispose him to the disease. Now, it may not always be necessary to investigate this issue. If a person breaks a bone or if a cut becomes infected, one can act directly upon the injured area to promote its healing. Although this is a limited approach to illness, Western medicine has achieved some remarkable results in the treatment of disease. Though its attitude toward the body is mechanistic, its knowledge of the body’s mechanism, structurally and biochemically, has enabled physicians to perform some seeming miracles. But this type of medicine has very definite limitations that many of its practitioners refuse to recognize. Many of the most common illnesses are resistant to this approach. Lower back trouble with or without sciatic nerve involvement is widespread among Western people, yet few orthopedic surgeons understand the illness and can effectively treat it. Arthritis and rheumatic disorders are similar ailments that defy medical science. The intractability of cancer is well known. My point is that these are diseases of the whole person and can only be understood in such terms. Understanding does not always lead to cure, but it is impossible to restore a person to true health without it.

			I treated a woman some years ago who suffered from a severe intestinal disorder. She was allergic to many foods, including bread, sugar, and meat. Eating any food to which she was allergic would result in cramps and diarrhea, which could leave her weak and depleted. She lived, necessarily, on a very strict diet. Despite her care, she had attacks of diarrhea. She was underweight and undercharged energetically. Of course, she consulted many doctors. Their examinations revealed that her intestine was infected with parasites, both amoebic and fungal. Their medication, however, produced only short-lived relief. The parasites would seem to disappear, only to return again soon.

			As her therapist, I came to know this woman well. I will call her Ruth. She was a petite woman, rather attractive in face and body. Two features stood out, however, as severe distortions. Her eyes were large and very frightened looking. She was also myopic. And her jaw was extremely tight and thrust forward. The expression of the jaw was very defiant, as if to say, “You won’t destroy me.” In view of the strong fear in her eyes, it could also say, “I won’t be afraid of you.” Ruth was not conscious of this strong fear.

			The following information came out in the course of the analysis. Ruth was an only child of Jewish parents who had emigrated to this country shortly after the war and before Ruth was born. She recognized that both parents had emotional problems. Her mother was a frightened and anxious woman. Her father was sickly but hardworking. Ruth described her childhood as unhappy. She felt that her mother was hostile to her, burdening her with chores that left Ruth with no time to play. Her mother was also critical of her. Ruth could not remember any warmth or close physical contact with her mother. On the other hand, she retained some warm feelings toward her father, who she felt loved her. He, however, had distanced himself from her when she was still little.

			Ruth’s spirit was broken, but her body was not fully “disspirited.” There was an emptiness in her body that indicated that her spirit was weak. She was not aggressive. She had great difficulty reaching out and taking in any good feeling. Her breathing was shallow, and her energy was low. She realized that she had a problem with reaching out that she attributed to her distrust of people. I related her intestinal trouble to this distrust and to the consequent inability to take and absorb nourishment. It was as if she had experienced her mother’s milk as being poison. She had been nursed for a short time, and while she had no memory of being weaned, I regarded that event as the first major trauma of her life. Certainly her mother’s hostility was poisonous. A second major trauma was the loss of the connection to her father due largely to the mother’s jealousy over her father’s love for her. His withdrawal left her helpless before a hostile mother and gave her the feeling that no one cared.

			Despite my efforts to help her, Ruth was distrustful of me. Although she felt more alive after our sessions, the improvement did not hold. Then a remarkable thing happened. Ruth had a friend who told her about a woman who practiced Christian Science healing. Ruth consulted a number of times with this woman, who spoke to her about the healing power of faith in Jesus Christ. The woman explained to Ruth that the soul is immortal and that although the body may die the person lives on in his soul. She also pointed out that Ruth was identified with her symptoms. She could break this identification by realizing that the symptoms were part of her body, not of her soul. And then Ruth said to me, “Can you imagine. Me, a Jewish girl, believing in Jesus Christ.”

			The remarkable thing was that Ruth’s symptoms had completely disappeared. She looked and felt good. Even eating food to which she was allergic caused no adverse reaction. It seemed like a miracle of faith, for faith can produce seeming miracles. I shall devote a later chapter to the subject of faith. However, one can offer an explanation for the apparent miracle of Ruth’s recovery.

			That explanation is based on the thesis that the symptoms and the pathological condition of Ruth’s intestines represent her identification with her mother, whom Ruth saw as a deprived and suffering person. It is one of the peculiarities of human nature that this kind of identification is always made with the oppressor. As we saw, Ruth had been oppressed by her mother, was frightened of her, and hated her. At the same time, she felt terribly sorry for her and guilty. She was tied to her mother in her unconscious; that is, in her spirit. She had to suffer.

			For a Jewish woman to accept Christ entails a break with her family and her past. By this action, Ruth released her spirit from its pathological bond to her mother’s suffering and temporarily overcame her illness. In therapy, we describe such an event as a breakthrough. While a breakthrough is an important step in restoring health and freeing the spirit, it needs reinforcement. Indeed, following this experience, Ruth was more relaxed, but her face was still tense, her eyes still frightened, and her shoulders still held up. The logjam that held her spirit imprisoned was beginning to break up, but she knew she had more conflicts to resolve and more work to do with her body to regain her gracefulness.

			Another patient who accomplished a breakthrough in therapy, freeing her spirit, was Barbara, a woman in her late fifties who had suffered for more than ten years from constant attacks of diarrhea. The ingestion of sugar or any sweetened food generally provoked an attack. Stress was also a factor, since the attacks occurred more frequently when she was away from home. Her greatest source of stress, however, was a second marriage in which there were many conflicts. Despite her difficulties, Barbara was reluctant to seek help, believing that she had to overcome her problems herself. When she started therapy, her progress was very slow. Barbara had to be in control of the therapy, just as she had to be in control in her life. Control meant holding in her feelings, dealing with every situation unemotionally. Losing control, letting feelings out, raised the specter of insanity.

			Barbara’s breakthrough occurred when she finally realized that she had failed. Her marriage was on the verge of breaking up, and she felt desperate. As she began to acknowledge these feelings, for the first time in many years, Barbara broke down and cried. She felt that she had lost and was lost. She had always been her daddy’s “little girl,” and she had always believed that she could please and hold her man. The loss of her first husband by death did not disturb this illusion. Following her crying session, Barbara felt strong anger toward her father for his betrayal of the implied promise to love her if she would be a “good” girl. To be a good girl meant to hold in her feelings and always be smart and strong. This attitude had seemed to work in her first marriage, in which she had been in control. It was not working in her second marriage, which increased her need for control. As a result, she had developed a spastic colon, which broke down under stress in episodes of diarrhea. After her breakthrough in therapy, Barbara no longer suffered these bouts, a fact she initially attributed to her care in avoiding sugar. Only after she had, on one occasion, indulged her desire for sweets with no ill effects did Barbara realize that she was free from her problem. This, too, was a spiritual healing, for in releasing her feelings, she released her spirit.

			Ruth’s case reveals the power of a spiritual force to heal the body. Christian Science is known for its belief in and use of this power in its healing program. However, Western medicine, because it has a mechanistic orientation, refuses to recognize this force, which is an essential element of Eastern medicine. In the East, the primary focus has been maintaining health rather than curing disease, a focus that requires the holistic view of health that is missing from Western medicine. Throughout the East, health is generally seen as a state of balance or harmony between the individual and the universal. This principle underlies the practice of t’ai chi ch’uan, which is a program of exercises aimed at promoting a sense of unity with the cosmos through movements that are flowing and graceful. The same principle is operative in meditation, which seeks to still the mind so that the individual can sense his inner spirit and feel its connection with the universal spirit. The concept of balance and harmony also applies to the two great forces the Chinese call yin and yang. These two forces, one representing the earth and the other the sky, should be balanced in the individual as they are in the universe. Illness is seen as an imbalance between them.

			It is possible to understand the illnesses of Ruth and Barbara in terms of an imbalance of forces. The two forces involved can be equated with the ego and the body, thinking and feeling, good and bad. In both cases that imbalance was evident in the domination of the head over the body. For Ruth, to be good meant to be sensitive to her mother’s suffering and to deny her own needs. For Barbara, to be good meant to be smart and strong; to be bad meant to be emotional. Throughout this book I shall emphasize the need for harmony between the ego and the body as the basis for gracefulness and true spirituality.

			It is important to realize that Eastern and Western philosophies and religions look at spirituality—or one’s sense of connection to a higher order—from different points of view. Whereas Eastern thinking sees spirituality as a bodily phenomenon, Western thinking views it primarily as a function of the mind. Another way of expressing the difference is to say that in the West spirituality is largely a matter of belief, while in the East it is more a matter of feeling. It is true, of course, that belief can affect feelings just as feelings can determine beliefs. In Ruth’s story we saw how a belief in Christ and the immortality of the soul can greatly influence bodily processes. On the other hand, a transcendental experience in which one feels the strength of the spirit can lead to or support a belief in a divinity. Nevertheless, we must recognize that there is or has been a fundamental difference in the two views of man’s relation to his world. The East has always manifested a greater respect for nature than the West, believing that man’s well-being depends on harmony with nature. The Tao is the way of nature. The West, at least in the last centuries, has aimed at power and control over nature, a difference that is reflected in Western attitudes toward the body. Western man thinks of bodily health in terms of fitness, to use a current  expression—fitness for the work of life in the same way that a machine is fit to do a job. The exercises he does, lifting weights or working out with machines, denote this attitude. In contrast, Eastern exercises such as yoga or tai chi ch’uan reflect a person’s interest in the aliveness or spiritual quality of the body.

			The story of the fall from grace is repeated with the birth of each new individual. Like every other mammal, a human baby is born into a state of animal grace, although for some months his movements are awkward. He does not yet have the muscular coordination that will enable him to move easily to satisfy his needs. Even the graceful deer struggles awkwardly to stand on its legs when it is first born. But no animal organism needs to make a conscious effort to develop coordination, which is genetically programmed to develop as growth occurs.

			Even in its earliest months an infant makes some movements that are truly graceful. The most evident is in the action of reaching out with its mouth and lips to suck its mother’s breast. There is a softness, a sweetness, and a flowing quality to this movement that reminds one of a flower opening its petals to the morning sun. The mouth is the first area of the baby’s body to mature; its sucking action is essential to life. In contrast, so many adults that I have seen and worked with cannot reach out with their lips freely and fully. In many the lips are tight and hard, the jaws tense and grim. Some even have difficulty opening their mouths wide. Within a few months after birth a baby can reach an arm out to touch the mother’s body in a soft, gentle motion that is very graceful.

			Sooner or later, however, in the process of growing up, children fall from grace as they are forced to conform to external expectations rather than follow their internal impulses. When their own impulses go against parental injunctions, children are quickly taught that such behavior is bad. If the behavior is persisted in, the child himself is labeled bad. In almost all cases the impulses and behavior of very young children are innocent; the child is simply being true to his own nature. A common example is the child who is tired and wishes to be picked up and carried. But his mother may be tired herself, busy, or carrying a heavy package that prevents her from picking up the child. The result is a crying child who exasperates his mother by refusing to walk. Some mothers will castigate the child and tell him to stop crying. If his irritating behavior persists, the mother may hit him, which only causes more tears. So far in this illustration the child has not lost its gracefulness because it has not yet suppressed its impulses. As long as a child can cry fully, its body will remain soft. Babies often experience frustrations and pain that cause their little bodies to stiffen and tighten. But the tightness and tension don’t hold. Quickly the chin begins to tremble, and the child bursts into sobs. As waves of crying pass through the child’s body, its stiffness and rigidity melt. But there comes a time when it is reprimanded for crying, when it must choke back its sobs and swallow its tears. It is at this point that the child is pushed out of its state of grace to become an individual who is no longer free to “follow its bliss,” as Joseph Campbell recommended.

			Another natural feeling that is not acceptable to many parents is anger, especially when it is directed at them. But children will spontaneously strike out at parents when they feel constrained and imposed upon. Few parents will accept a child’s anger, because it threatens their power and control. In one way or another, they will teach the child that such behavior is bad and will be punished. Even such innocent activities as running, making noise, and being active can irritate some parents, who will demand that the child quiet down, behave, and sit still. For many children, the list of dos and don’ts is quite extensive.

			Obviously, some parental control is needed to raise children, but too often the issue is not what is best for the child but what is best for the parent. Very often the conflict becomes a power struggle. No matter who wins in this type of conflict, both parties lose. Whether the child submits or rebels, the loving connection between parent and child is broken. With the loss of love, the spirituality of the child is damaged, and he falls from grace.

			The loss of grace is a physical phenomenon. We see it in the way people move and stand. Quite often I will see a patient in consultation for the fairly common complaint of depression. As I pointed out in a previous study,1 depression affects not only a person’s thinking but his movements, appetites, breathing, and energy production. To fully understand the disease, I look at the body. Very often I find the person standing in the position of a good boy or girl waiting to be told what to do. This unconscious attitude has become ingrained in the personality by becoming structured in the body. When I point out the meaning of this stance to patients, they invariably confirm that they were regarded as good children by their parents. Such “good” children grow up to be productive workers, but they will never be vitally alive or graceful unless there is a radical transformation in their personalities.

			It is often said that we are shaped by our experience, but when I make this statement, I mean it quite literally. Our bodies reflect our experiences. To illustrate this concept, I will describe three cases from my experience. The first concerns a Dutch psychologist who participated in a workshop that I ran at the Esalen Institute many years ago. In what has now become routine bioenergetic practice, it is my custom to look at a person’s body for clues to his experience.   This person’s body showed an unusual disturbance: a six-inch-deep indentation in the left side of his body. I had never seen such an indentation before and could make no sense of it. When I questioned him about its occurrence, he related that it had begun as a very slight concavity on the left side of his body when he was eleven years old. Over three years it had deepened to the point where it was when I saw him. He had never consulted a doctor about it because it had never interfered with his normal functioning. I asked him whether anything unusual had happened in his life when he was eleven years old. He answered that his mother had remarried and he was sent away to boarding school. That statement seemed to make no impression on the rest of the group, but it struck me as significant. I immediately saw the meaning of his indentation. It was as if a hand had forcefully pushed him aside.

			The second case is that of a young man who had the broadest shoulders I have ever seen in a man. When I commented on this during his consultation, he spoke of his father, describing him as a man whom he greatly admired. He said that once when he came home from military school at the age of sixteen, his father had asked him to stand beside him in front of a mirror. The young man saw that he was as tall as his father and was forcibly struck by the thought that if he grew any taller he would look down on him. From that day on, he did not gain any height, but his shoulders broadened. It was evident to me that the energy of growth was directed sideways to save the son from surpassing his father.

			The third example is the case of a young man who was quite tall, about six feet three inches. He complained of feeling cut off from life. He said that when be walked he did not feel the lower part of his legs and his feet. As he took a step, he could not sense when his foot would hit the ground.2 His growth had occurred rather rapidly when he was about fourteen years old. When I questioned him about his life, he related that his father had moved out of the parental bedroom and taken over the boy’s bedroom at that time. He, in turn, was forced to sleep in the garret. He felt, he said, that he had been “kicked upstairs.”

			These emotional traumas may not seem severe enough to most people to cause such noticeable distortions in the body. It is my experience, however, that the depth and intensity of a person’s feelings are most often expressed in bodily reactions. Every experience a person lives through affects his body and is recorded in his mind. If the experience is pleasurable, it furthers the health, vitality, and grace of the body. The opposite is true for those painful experiences that are negative. The effect may be temporary if the individual can react appropriately to the trauma, since the body can and does heal itself. However, if the reaction is blocked, the trauma leaves a mark on the body in the form of chronic muscular tension.

			Consider what happens to the child who is taught that crying is not acceptable. The impulse to cry resides in the body and has to be blocked somehow from expression. To control that impulse, the muscles involved in crying must contract and stay contracted until the impulse fades away. But the impulse doesn’t die out. Instead, it retreats to the interior of the body, where it lives on in the unconscious. It can be reactivated years later through therapy or some powerful life experience. Until that happens, the relevant musculature—in this case, the muscles of  the mouth,  jaw and throat—will be in a state of chronic tension. That this problem is very common is evident by the number of people who suffer from tense jaws, which in its severe form is called TMJ (temporomandibular joint syndrome).

			Wherever there is chronic muscular tension in the body, natural impulses are unconsciously blocked. A good example is the case of a man whose shoulder muscles were so tight and contracted that he could not raise his arms above his head. The block represented an inhibition against raising a hand to the parent. When I asked this man if he had ever been able to be angry with his father, be replied no. The idea that he could hit his father was as unacceptable to him as it had been to his father. But the consequence of this inhibition was to destroy the natural gracefulness of his arm movements.

			When I was in Japan a number of years ago, I witnessed a child of about three beating his mother with his fists. I was impressed by the fact that the mother did nothing to stop the child or to retaliate in any way. I learned later that teaching a child the control necessary to develop social graces does not begin until the child is six years old. Prior to the age of six a child is regarded as innocent, without knowledge of right or wrong. At six a child’s ego is developed enough that learning is a conscious activity, based on desire, not fear. At that point a child is considered old enough to consciously model his behavior on his parents’. Failure to learn is not punished by physical force or the withdrawal of love but by shaming the child.  Schooling, too, generally begins at that age. In our culture, there is a strong tendency to start the process earlier.3 Children do learn before the age of six, but their learning is entirely spontaneous. Imposing so many rules and regulations before that age operates to restrict and limit a child’s aliveness, spontaneity, and gracefulness.

			The capacity of the Japanese and other Eastern people to see the child as innocent stems from a deep respect for nature. If we live in harmony with nature and with ourselves, we can live in harmony with our children. Western people, on the other hand, seek to subordinate nature. If we exploit nature, we will inevitably exploit our children.

			Yet Oriental people are becoming Westernized as their economy industrializes. An industrial society is based on power, which starts off as the power to do but ends as the power to control. With power, man’s relationship to nature changes. Control replaces the idea of harmony, and exploitation replaces respect. To have power and at the same time to strive for harmony is contradictory. Inevitably, Eastern people will suffer the same emotional disturbances that plague Western man: anxiety, depression, and the loss of gracefulness.

			Unfortunately, one cannot return to the old ways. Innocence lost can never be regained. For this reason, the age-old practices of Eastern philosophers cannot resolve the emotional problems we face today. No amount of meditation will enable an individual to cry when his impulse to cry has been suppressed. No yoga exercise can release the tension in the shoulders of a man who dares not raise his hand in anger against an authority figure. This is not to say that the practice of meditation or yoga has no beneficial effect. There are many practices and exercises that have a positive value for one’s health. Massage, for example, is both pleasurable and beneficial. Dancing, swimming, and walking are all exercises I highly recommend. But to restore gracefulness, one must know how it was lost. In the final analysis this is an analytic undertaking. My focus on the body should make it clear that when I talk about analysis I am not talking about psychoanalysis. One does not regain gracefulness by lying on a couch or sitting in a chair and talking about one’s life experiences. Such talk is necessary and helpful, but the chronic muscular tensions that accompany a loss of grace must be confronted on a bodily level. Bioenergetics, an approach I have been developing for the past thirty-five years, does just that. It is an approach that integrates Eastern and Western views and uses the power of the mind to understand the tensions that bind the body. It also mobilizes the body’s energy to eliminate these tensions.

			The unifying thread is the concept of energy, which pervades both Eastern and Western thinking. Energy is the force behind the spirit and therefore the basis for the body’s spirituality. Consciously used, it becomes power. In the next chapter we will examine Eastern and Western concepts of energy and show how bioenergetics integrates the two positions.

			Notes

			1. Alexander Lowen, Depression and the Body: The Biological Basis of Faith and Reality (New York: Penguin, 1973).

			2   This case is fully reported in Alexander Lowen, The Language of the Body (New York: Macmillan, 1971).

			3. See Alexander Lowen, Fear of Life (New York: Macmillan, 1981), for a further discussion of the important changes that occur in one’s life at this stage.
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