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THE Thompson Method
OF Bodywork

“Cathy Thompson had the rarest combination of experience, knowledge, and pure instinct. I only had to walk in the door for her to understand where I was at physically and emotionally. And the results were as unorthodox and surprising as her methods. She was one of a kind.”

HUGH JACKMAN, ACTOR AND PRODUCER

“Cathy’s extraordinary gift began in her brain, traveled to her heart, and continued through the tips of her fingers.”

KATHIE LEE GIFFORD, TV PERSONALITY AND AUTHOR

“Throughout my professional operatic and teaching careers, I have been blessed with many who have supported and enabled my vocal strength and health. Cathy Thompson and now Tara Thompson Lewis have been instrumental in my success as a singer and teacher. Specializing in physical manipulation for professional singers, actors, and dancers, they are able to relieve pain, tension, and realign the body to achieve optimal health and performance. Here in New York City in my own professional voice studio, I am able to utilize their techniques to help my students understand the importance of proper physical organization as it applies especially to singing. I urge anyone who wants to be a better, healthier performer to read this book. I enthusiastically recommend their techniques, and I continue to be a delighted and grateful client.”

CANDACE GOETZ, OPERA SINGER AND FOUNDER OF THE CANDACE GOETZ VOICE STUDIO

“Tara Thompson Lewis has done a masterful job in completing this ambitious book begun by her late mentor and mother, Cathy Thompson, thus making these brilliant teachings available to anyone. The Thompson Method of Bodywork presents mountains of useful information (much of it drawn from Zen Shiatsu) and offers a banquet of exercises for healing the kyo/jitsu relationship within ourselves, whether the triggers happen to be physical injury, structural misalignment, or psychological, spiritual, or emotional pain.”

KATHLEEN PORTER, AUTHOR OF NATURAL POSTURE FOR PAIN-FREE 
LIVING AND HEALTHY POSTURE FOR BABIES AND CHILDREN

“I spent many years working with Cathy Thompson (and then with Tara), and reading this material reminded me of Cathy’s very specific genius: her profound understanding of the body and, may I say, much more. Working with both of them had a profound effect on my singing, and indeed my life, and it’s a great pleasure to be able to reconnect with Cathy’s way of thinking and working while reading this book. I recommend it highly for anyone interested in changing, improving, and enriching their lives. It certainly did mine.”

STEVEN LUTVAK, SINGER-SONGWRITER AND COMPOSER AND LYRICIST OF THE 
TONY AWARD–WINNING BROADWAY MUSICAL A GENTLEMAN’S GUIDE TO LOVE AND MURDER

“I first began seeing Cathy Thompson in my 20s, while starting on Broadway. Both my physical life and emotional life were quite demanding, and I needed all around custom-tailored care. After each and every session I’ve had, I’ve walked out feeling calmer, yet more energized, as well as open. As a vocalist and performer, being a clear channel is of the utmost importance.”

DEBBIE GIBSON, AMERICAN SINGER-SONGWRITER, RECORD PRODUCER, AND 
ACTRESS

“I began working with Cathy Thompson over 20 years ago, as a young singer with chronic throat tension. At the time, I thought her work was magical, her intuition uncanny. Over the years, I began to understand how the Thompson Method works and what Cathy was doing when she worked on my body and encouraged me to explore on my own. Now, two decades later, I am thrilled that Cathy’s work is available to everyone who is interested in learning about how to take care of their bodies, voices, and minds. In addition to singing, I teach voice to a wide range of students. Access to the Thompson Method will add a great deal of value to their practice routines. In each chapter, Cathy explores and explains possible reasons for tension or lack of strength and mobility and then offers well-explained and illustrated exercises to address each of these aspects. Twenty plus years after being introduced to it, I am still reaping benefits from and learning about the Thompson Method, and I am grateful for it.”

JAMIE LEONHART, SINGER, SONGWRITER, AND VOICE TEACHER
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Foreword

WHEN TARA ASKED ME to write a foreword to her book, written with her mother, I did not hesitate. I have known both authors for a very long time; in fact, Tara was conceived in my apartment! Her mother, Cathy Thompson, studied Ohashiatsu with me at the Ohashi Institute, which at that time, in 1982, was called the Shiatsu Education Center of America, at 52 West 55th Street, in Manhattan. I remember Cathy well for the intensity of her study. She always sat in the very front, staring at me with her piercing eyes. While at the institute she began dating Tara’s father, Michal Pober, from the former Czechoslovakia, who was also my student. One summer we went up to our vacation house in Kinderhook, New York, and they asked to stay in our Upper West Side apartment. Nine months later, Tara was born. So I have known her since she was in the womb.

Tara began studying with me herself in the fall of 2012 and has been studying with me ever since. So the book that you have in front of you is the result of two generations of commitment and study. You will find many exercises within. In my own many years of practice I have found that “treatment is exercise given by the therapist; exercise is self-treatment.” The Thompson Method gives you tools you can use to give your own treatment to yourself. Please approach the exercises the way that you would want a therapist to approach you, with openness and compassion..

I am so happy to see my students publishing with Inner Traditions, which has a long history of publishing excellent books, especially in the field of holistic health. Mr. Ehud Sperling, the owner, started at the Samuel Weiser bookstore in Greenwich Village and has dedicated his entire life to publishing.

I heartily recommend this work to those who work with the body or who are interested in healing and caring for themselves. It is a pleasure to see my students grow and expand the world of bodywork.

OHASHI

In Japanese, the name “Ohashi” means “big bridge,” the perfect name for someone who has devoted his life to bringing Eastern modes of healing to the West. Ohashi lectures and teaches internationally and is the author of six books, which have been translated into eight languages, and eleven videos on his technique. In 2007, he was honored with a Cultural Bridge Award in recognition of popularizing the Japanese therapy of shiatsu in the United States and Europe.



 

Preface

WHEN I WAS ABOUT six years old, I remember telling all my teachers that my diaphragm was tight and needed to be released, something my mother would have understood and helped me with. My teachers looked completely bewildered. Thus, early on, I realized my approach to my body and emotions was unusual. When adults asked me what my parents did and I said “Bodywork,” I usually got puzzled looks and they’d say, “Car mechanic?” Now, finally, after thirty-two years of struggling to explain what to me is so natural that it is difficult to articulate, I am thrilled I can tell them to read our book.

I started working on this book with my mother in 2000. At the time, I did not imagine I would be finishing it without her. It has been an emotional and healing process; it was not until after giving birth to my own daughter that I was able to approach it in an open way, without being blinded by the loss of my mother. As I write this, I am grateful she left it in a rough form. It has meant that I too have embodied the work in the process of completing it. I have used every exercise in it, including befriending the jungle gym, and gained strength and insight into my body, as well as using the material in my practice.

Because I was so close to my mother, working with her on this from the beginning, I feel that what you have before you is what my mother wished, even though it has taken me years since her death and required a great deal of generously provided help to prepare it. Cathy Thompson left her essence in this work, and reading it is like sitting in the room with her, or getting a session. She continued to work on this book while undergoing intensive chemotherapy and radiation for a very aggressive cancer and experiencing extreme pain. In the mornings, she got up before me, and I would find her writing on little scraps of paper at her desk. Writing it was a source of joy for her, and I hope that you will enjoy reading it.

I have not been able to check over every point with her, so I have endeavored to stay as true as possible to her voice, vision, and style. I have changed very little, and my role has mainly consisted of organizing the material, rewriting and writing some chapters, editing, modeling the illustrations, and proofreading to make it accessible to you.

You will find biographical details and information about Cathy Thompson and how she developed her method of bodywork in the introduction. Here, I would like to add a little about our relationship and how this book was written. My mother was not only my best friend, but also my mentor. She was an exceptional bodywork practitioner and teacher. She began teaching me bodywork when I was about three years old for the simple reason that she got migraine headaches, and I was willing, free labor.

My mother was one of those rare people who completely embodied her work—it was a direct extension of her deepest self. Connecting with my mother also meant connecting with her work. She taught me how to work on her head, and then as the years went on, we spent many hours doing bodywork together. Growing up, I took it for granted that if you had any problem, the first thing to do was to start working on it! I could go to my mother with any ache or pain, or any problem at all (physical or otherwise), and she could almost always help me to lessen it or make it disappear completely. As I grew older, I became increasingly interested in how she did this with her clients. I learned that pain can be relieved through touch and conscious movement and it is usually a good place to start. It was a process of working through whatever was going on, delving into it, and exploring. It was never as though my mother was doing something to my body.

I also explored other types of movement and bodywork, mostly through her introduction. She was always open to learning different techniques and approaches. One of my earliest memories of this is from about age eight when a woman came and did stretches and resistance band exercises with my younger brother and me. I remember my mother coming out of a bodywork session in her workroom and my brother and I were on the floor howling from a hamstring stretch.

Sixteen years later, I assisted her in her private practice and gradually took over increasing responsibility as she became unable. I knew that I would take part in the writing of this book, and it is an honor to be able to present it to you. We started with brainstorming what form she wanted the book to take. We both took pleasure in the idea of creating a comprehensive and accessible explanation of my mother’s ideas and techniques. She never typed or used a computer, so she spent many hours writing out each section by hand, and others typed them for her.

Her previous text, The Bodywork Manual, contains additional exercises, and it serves as a great introduction to how you can do bodywork on yourself. The book you have in front of you is a more personal look into Cathy Thompson’s thought processes and method. It is the last word from her on her ideas about the body, which hopefully will serve as fodder for your exploration and for the future development of bodywork.

TARA THOMPSON LEWIS



 

Introduction

IN 1996, I WROTE The Bodywork Manual, which was primarily for the use of my clients, so I wouldn’t have to repeatedly explain the basic premises of healing the body, to describe how they could work on their own, and also to give some specific exercises. Experience has taught me that most people don’t understand the premise of bodywork; as a result, their intentions are inaccurate and they do any homework I give them slightly wrong. So the educational part of my work seemed to me to be the most important. As I delved into why it had proved so useful, I began to understand that the correct usage of our bodies is an issue that goes way beyond “good posture,” “strong muscles,” and so on. Our relationship to our bodies is challenged when we do any physical thing differently in a conscious way. This upsetting of the mind-body applecart can be profoundly disturbing and surprising as well as enlightening for many clients.

This second book is an exploration and an inquiry into the questions the earlier manual brought up for me. It is also intended to be used as a more complete and updated manual. It’s also important to understand how to self-diagnose and self-treat your various physical issues, since, even if you have to have medical treatments, 99 percent of your recovery will be about how you work on yourself.

Now that we have such a plethora of systems of body use, it is difficult to know whether to do cardio, yoga, Pilates, or what? To aid you in finding your way, this book includes a general guide to working out, getting treatment for physical problems, and so on. The exercises in this book are designed to complement and deepen any exercise system.

My background, the part that I think is important, where my ideas formed, has more to do with experience than the various modalities I have learned. Mostly, I learned and practiced one modality at a time, which worked, with luck, for 60 percent of my clients (never more), and I kept wondering why the remaining 40 percent were not helped.


LEARNING TO LISTEN TO THE BODY

My very first bodywork training was in England, when I was a child and suffered from terrible migraines. About one-half of the migraines were caused by food allergies; the remainder of the migraines seemed to be due to some kind of cranial injury. I had a number of whiplash injuries as a small child. A wonderful cranial osteopath, a Dr. Palmer, treated me so successfully with his cranial manipulations that I was able to live without any pain. I got really interested in the cause of my pain and the “magic” way his hands gave me relief. So from ages ten to twelve, I actually studied cranial osteopathy, English style. Cranial osteopathy became part of kinesiology and network chiropractic in the United States. Although it is effective, it is often not enough, and some people require deeper work. I developed the cranial fascia work that I use (detailed in chapter 19) partly from cranial osteopathy and partly from the original form of osteopathy, osteobionomy.

I was also studying art and later went to Oxford University, where I received a BA in fine arts. My degree is in sculpture. I enjoy painting and colors as well, but sculpting was what most thrilled me, and still does. Bodywork is the closest physical therapy to sculpture. My studies at university did have some relevance to anatomy, and I was able to perform dissections, but that’s not the only thing that attracted me. I’ve always loved these two things, art and anatomy. My eventual decision to focus on the body studies that I have been preoccupied with since late adolescence was due to economic factors—I just couldn’t make a living doing fine arts. It is remarkable how many bodywork practitioners have trained also as artists, writers, musicians, and so on. I believe that is because it takes a similar sensibility. When I first look at a client, I receive them, absorb them, and in that moment have the same feeling as when I looked at objects I was going to paint. Also, the surges of spiritual feelings, of oneness with the universe, that I sometimes have during meditation resemble how I feel when I create art and when I practice bodywork.

Just out of Oxford, I moved to New York and became a part of the then ungentrified East Village art community. I lived with a roommate at that time, and people in all stages of physical and mental disrepair kept showing up at our apartment and also talking to me on the phone about their problems. I’m sure it was very annoying to my roommate. No doubt to get some relief from this, she suggested I make a living, not doing art commercially, which I was very bad at, but instead helping people as a therapist of some kind.

That was one of those “aha” moments—and the next day I started at the Shiatsu Education Center in New York. I had the benefit of studying with the best shiatsu teachers in the country, including lots of time with Ohashi, the founder, himself. My ideas on kyo (need) and jitsu (behavior), which are the touchstone of my work, come from the ideas of Shizuto Masunaga, who was Ohashi’s teacher. They are explained further in chapter 1.

Upon completion of my shiatsu studies, I realized that, again, I couldn’t help anyone—I didn’t know enough about muscles, joints, and structure. So I learned a kind of structural integration/Rolfing, privately, from a man who had trained with Ida Rolf. I took lots of other private trainings and many workshops. I studied dance therapy, yoga, Pilates, weight training, kinesiology, and so on. I learned all kinds of corrective alignment work, from subtle orthobionomy (osteopathic) moves to painful fascia work. I touched on polarity, jin shin jitsu, chiropractic, Muscle Activation Technique, and Body Mind Centering. I alighted for a while in Gestalt psychotherapy, completing a three-year training. It was all wonderful, informative, and fascinating. None of it taught me anything about healing.

That is an exaggeration, of course. I learned many techniques I’ve incorporated into my work, without which I could have no grounding. The real learning, however, came from my clients, not the theories. Through my experience, I put together the basic principles that I believe underlie all bodywork and healing.

Another important phase of my work came through working with a wonderful voice therapist, Joan Lader. I’m not a singer—far from it. Yet the small amount of understanding of the vocal instrument I gained fascinated me and enhanced my understanding of the body as no other work did. I think this is because after the body is relatively healthy and pain-free, the next natural interest a person develops is in expressing himself and his feelings. This expression can be through movement, breath, and the voice.

The understanding of the release of the vocal mechanism can help people reach a stage of readiness for self-expression more freely. So whether or not a client is a singer, I will usually work to free up her voice. It’s also not difficult to work with vocal issues through bodywork, and chapter 10 in this book focuses on how this can be done.

What the learning of technique cannot give us is the ability to listen very precisely to the signals the body gives us. Our bodies really do have all the answers. The trick is to access that unconscious information. How can I tell, for example, when a client comes in, whether she needs an adjustment, psychotherapy, or deep tissue work? Generally speaking, the main question my students have is—“What do I do with this person?” They know lots of techniques and, if they are any good, can diagnose the client’s imbalances correctly. What they don’t know is where to start, which technique to use, and so on.




KEYS TO CHANGE

My intention in writing this book is to give you the keys to unlocking the hidden stuff in your body, in other people, or simply as an interesting exercise and study in human nature. The relationship between the bodyworker, who does deep, therapeutic work, and the client, who is usually working on a regular basis with the bodyworker, is complex and, I think, quite fascinating. I would like to convey some of the flavor of this journey, which I’ve never read about anywhere else. Clients can make huge life changes on the basis of the understandings they come to deep in their bodies through the work we do. In a way, the relationship is similar to that of the psychotherapist and patient—and yet I believe that the changes, because they are grounded in physical change, are even deeper and longer lasting.

Bodywork has to be the most direct way of helping us to overcome pain and grow as human beings. For example, it may be hard to believe that P.’s relationship to his brother is somewhere encapsulated in his right inner thigh. Yet this is exactly what happened with one of my clients—and changing P.’s thigh structure with awareness changed the family relationships. Like ripples in a pond, the softening and opening of the sartorius muscle allowed P. to begin communication with his brother, which led to huge changes in many lives. Amazing!

I have attempted to make the exercises in part 2 of the book—Cathy Thompson’s Exercises—suitable for both the nonexerciser and the experienced athlete. Please don’t be intimidated by the difficult exercises; just leave them if they don’t work for you. You can use this book in the most basic way, to relieve aches and pains, or take it much further and learn to change patterns of emotion and movement in your muscles and nervous system. It’s up to you. You will, to some extent, be changing deeper patterns, whichever exercises you choose, and the more consciously you can do this, the greater the long-term changes.

Chapter 9, Breathing, covers function more than structure. Since breathing is the bridge between mind and body and we can change our emotional experience through the breath, it relates closely to the material in chapter 3 on mind/body. It seems to me that the usefulness of breath as a psychological tool is greatly undervalued. It takes fifteen minutes—that’s all—to change your feelings, your whole emotional experience, through a change in breathing patterns. So why not try that way first, before the medications?

This book is intended to be used as a practical manual, if you want to increase your body awareness and your health, decrease physical pain, and so on. It will be helpful to anyone working with patients, students, or clients in any of the healing arts. I am also hoping that the stories I include in the book, relevant to bodywork experience, will be entertaining at least and may give you an idea of how this approach could work for you.




FACING THE MYSTERY

There is one thing that cannot be excluded from this introduction. Since I began writing this book, about six years ago, my life has gone through a dramatic shift. In May 2006, the real-life drama started, and I don’t mean marriages, men, or babies. I found a strange-shaped soft lump in my left breast, and then I started having terrible spinal/hip pain. This pain was so intense I sat screaming until my pain reliever patches kicked in; this was inflammatory breast cancer, a very aggressive kind. The excruciating pain was only the beginning, as my spine was eaten away by carcinoma and collapsed so that I lost about six inches of height in a couple of months and then had over thirty brain tumors—they stopped counting at thirty. These are just a few dramatic highlights. I did numerous alternative treatments of all sorts, from prayer to yoga, acupuncture to the most advanced alternative European treatments. I also utilized modern Western medicine, including chemotherapy, radiation, and surgery. The book you have in front of you has been a part of my own healing process, as it’s something I’ve been able to work on even when I’ve been stuck in a wheelchair.

Everyone asked me why this had happened to me. I eat very cleanly, almost entirely raw and organic, have never smoked, exercise every day, and practice yoga. I do all the things to keep cancer away. I do have a few ideas: I live near the site of the former Twin Towers, and my balcony was covered in soot for weeks after September 11, 2001. I also took birth control pills for three months, and I have some emotional issues (don’t we all?). But the reality is that cancer, and other illnesses, can be completely unexpected and without an obvious cause, or even any cause at all. I know of nothing that I did that created cancer.

Life is mysterious. You don’t necessarily get the diseases you think you should. The ultimate answer I can truthfully give clients when they ask me about why or how they got a certain disease or condition is, “I don’t know.” I don’t understand my own illnesses; how can I understand yours? I can often ameliorate them, feel into them intuitively, and use some of my knowledge to lessen them. It’s still a mystery.*1





PART ONE
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Cathy Thompson’s Philosophy of Bodywork





1

Kyo and Jitsu

W. IS A SERIOUS ALCOHOLIC. He’s been downing a bottle of wine almost every day since he was seventeen. Now he’s started on whisky, and it’s getting worse.

He’s tried to stop. He’s been to rehabilitation centers, outpatient programs, and Alcoholics Anonymous. Every time, he tapers off attendance because somebody annoys him or he doesn’t like something about the program. Then he starts drinking again, one glass at a time, quite sure he’ll stay in control this time. He can’t imagine not wanting to drink. Sometimes he manages to control it for a few months, but eventually stress steps up, his drinking increases, and in a year or so, he’s back in rehab. He knows he’s in a desperate situation and his body, at age fifty, can no longer tolerate alcohol.

Everyone he knows can see what he needs to do—stop drinking, stay in a treatment program, and not fool himself into believing he can drink moderately. W. knows this too, in his moments of clarity. Yet he seems unable to use the knowledge he has. Some other factors are operating here.

A.’s neck hurts all the time. She’s had lots of massages, chiropractic adjustments, and so on, which help for a while, but the pain always comes back. You couldn’t say she was addicted to her pain—she hates it and would love to get rid of it—but some part of her requires it, or it would not persist so long after the initial cause.

Another client, P., goes through life trying all kinds of New Age therapies to cure his depression. Nothing seems to work for long. He’s tried medication, but that didn’t help either. The therapies have increased his awareness of his childhood issues and given him great insight into his personality. But his depression—though it ebbs and flows in ways that seem unrelated to his treatments—doesn’t really get better.

I’m often a last resort. Like these three clients, many people, most of them quite sophisticated, come to me with what seem like intractable problems, after they’ve tried “everything else.”

I got to asking myself—why does one very useful and valid treatment work for some and not for others? Why doesn’t anything, apparently, work for some people? And why does the body hang onto symptoms and pain as though life depended on it? Do we have some strange need to be unhappy? None of these behaviors seem to serve any useful function.

Until recently, many therapists, especially those strongly influenced by New Age doctrines of personal responsibility, believed that there was some kind of “victim mind,” which makes a person gain enough perverse satisfaction out of not getting better to warrant staying with their sickness. Actually, this idea goes back to Freud. He proposed that we are constantly stimulated and driven by a balance of two energies, represented by the mythical figures Eros and Thanatos. Eros is the sexual drive and creative force, while Thanatos is the death force of destruction. A person could be unbalanced, remaining in the self-perpetuating destructive behavior. The patient would resist treatment because of certain “secondary gains” of their illness, which could be physical, economic, social, and so on. The danger of this idea is twofold: It provides a convenient out for a therapist whose client isn’t getting better, and it ends up blaming the victim while not identifying possible other culprits. It seemed to me, also, that at a biological survival level it makes no sense for an organism to be so self-destructive.

The same internal process—the body wisdom, which keeps our physical selves alive and more or less healthy—is responsible for addictions, intractable pains, and self-sabotaging behavior. The body wisdom is attempting to fill a need, but with limited or incorrect information. Since that part of us functions in a simple, binary fashion, and we are living in a very complex, civilized world, our needs become convoluted and distorted by what surrounds us.


WE ARE THE PROBLEM

Most of the people I see are smart and analytical enough to be quite aware of their own problems. But when they take steps to change things, these lower-brain, biological factors that don’t think or analyze take over and control the outcome. All imbalances and ultimately all diseases originate in a real need that the organism is driven to fill, but for some reason cannot satisfy with what is truly needed. The environment may not supply it, or the individual may have the wrong information about what is available to him, whether his choices come from information encoded in his DNA, or from limited past experiences, or just incorrect perceptions.

For example, if W. has a genetic, metabolic deficiency in one or more of the liver enzymes that break down alcohol, he is more likely to have a body that perceives alcoholism as a solution to his emotional needs than someone who has different genetics. Another person might choose (unconsciously, of course) psychotherapy, love relationships, religion, or another kind of “addiction” to satisfy emptiness.

If the key fits the lock—in other words, if the object chosen to fill emotional hunger is truly satisfying and not a substitute for the real thing—the need is satisfied and balance is restored. If it’s not the real thing, the needs are still there, untouched, despite the activity on the surface.

W.’s need is still there, and until he can satisfy it, he will remain an alcoholic or, at best, a “dry drunk”—someone who is still an addict with unfilled needs, who has to “white knuckle” through life and will probably fall into another addiction.

Unfortunately, the behavior of drinking and its compulsive nature creates its own problems. W.’s physical ailments and his inability to stand frustration or reason coherently come from the biochemical changes of alcoholism and also get in the way of his healing. He would have to access those unfilled needs—biochemical, spiritual, and emotional—perhaps by staying in Alcoholics Anonymous until he gains spiritual fulfillment and his emotional needs are met through the support of others—before his desire for alcohol will go away.

That’s why willpower and conscious intention don’t work in the long run; stopping the behavior without filling the real need creates resistance and even panic on a survival level. Anyone who has tried to go on a strict diet knows this.

The other reason our conscious efforts don’t work when a problem is deep seated is that we are the problem. If we have created it, the attempts we make to get better will come out of the same tendencies and distortions, the same limited information, as the problem. Most of us know this on some level, and so we go to others for help, hoping an outside viewpoint will give us the extra energy we need to heal. But even our choice of healing modalities will reflect our prejudices. Somebody who is very physical and sensation oriented will try to help herself with exercise and sports, whereas a cerebral, analytic person will go to therapy and a spiritual person will turn to religion—all for the same problem. Often what’s wrong with us—that blind spot—is obvious to those around us, since it tends to be out of our field of vision and directly in theirs. We know just what someone else needs to heal, but we can’t fix ourselves.




KYO AND JITSU: A STARTING POINT

So how do we help ourselves, given all these limitations? Eastern medicine provides a paradigm that helped me gain an understanding of this problem and showed me how to step outside the maelstrom of neurosis and imbalance to know at least where to start.

These ideas come from the work of Shizuto Masunaga and Wataru Ohashi, authors of Zen Shiatsu, How to Harmonize Yin and Yang for Better Health,*2 who explain this from the Eastern point of view much better than I can. They wanted to integrate these ancient ideas with Western psychology. This is my interpretation of it. As Masunaga saw it, the need—emptiness, lack, deficiency, weakness, negative space—is called kyo (in Japanese); the behavior—symptoms, manifestation, pain, that which is active and conscious—is jitsu (see fig. 1.1 
below). The kyo (need) creates an imbalance in energy, which the organism will fill—either correctly (balance is restored again) or not (jitsu).

The jitsu, since it doesn’t really fill the kyo, just sits there, unintegrated, and causes its own problems. The kyo still pulls us, drives us to fill it. If we try again, in the same misguided way we did before, we create another jitsu, which could be a habit or addiction. In the example we used earlier, W. needs emotional and spiritual nurturance (kyo) and drinks as a substitute (jitsu). Drinking provides him with excitement, relaxation, and a feeling of warmth but doesn’t satisfy the real need (kyo). The glow wears off, he feels his needs again, plus whatever chemical and emotional problems the drinking created. Then, because he doesn’t know how to fill these needs, he drinks even more (jitsu). Alcoholism is the most obvious illustration of kyo and jitsu I can think of.

[image: image]

Fig. 1.1. Kyo and jitsu

Let’s go back to A.’s neck problem and see how the kyo/jitsu dynamic operates
there. Her jitsu, of course, is the neck spasm. It’s obvious, it hurts, and it’s what she’s
most aware of. When she takes steps to remedy the neck spasm—goes for a massage,
takes medication, buys a special pillow for her head, and so on—her neck stops hurting
for a while. Then the pain comes back, just as severely.

So what is the kyo here? It depends on what point of view you look at the issue
from. At a structural level, A.’s lower back muscles are weak and do not support
her body correctly. She sits at a desk in front of a computer all day, with her head
craned forward, the weight of her head falls onto her neck muscles rather than
her whole back. Because her back is weak, as the day goes on, she slumps more
and more in her chair and her head pokes farther forward, creating more pain for
her. The unmet need in this case is to support her head correctly, with the muscles
designed for the job.

From a psychological perspective, the neck pain could signal dissatisfaction with
her job, which would be the kyo. She’s not aware that she doesn’t like her job—she
does it mechanically, doesn’t think about it—but her resistance and lack of energy about it show up in her slumped, depressed posture, which then creates the tension in her neck. Her unfulfilled need would be for satisfaction in her work life.

If you look into her situation from other points of view, you might find even more kyos. We might find that changing one of them helps a little, but not enough to completely cure her pain. Actually, this is the most common pattern I see in a client, because usually by the time they come to me, kyos and jitsus have interlaced and layered in a complicated way, reacting to each other until the origin may be quite obscure.

First Layer of Kyo and Jitsu

Kyo and jitsu function in layers. The first layer, the most superficial, and the one that changes the most easily, is the most recent. For example, if I do something that doesn’t conform to one of my habitual patterns—suppose I garden or use a computer, things I never do normally—and I pull a muscle slightly, I might then go to a therapist, who will treat me once and I won’t have the pain any more. That’s the true first level kyo/jitsu. Children, since they haven’t lived long enough to form habit patterns, recover quickly and dramatically if their first level of kyo/jitsu is healed.

As soon as we develop unresolved, compensated, and stuck tendencies, we have the possibility of a temporary slight injury hooking in to an old pattern. In this case, even if the stimulus is new—my gardening injury, say—my body will file it away neurologically as “pulled neck muscle, just like all those whiplash injuries I had when I was a child, so let’s spasm up in the same old way.” This injury will take longer to heal and will need more attention, since I will need to treat the unresolved whiplash too.

A.’s neck pain may be a recent “crick” in her trapezius muscle, which she pulled today as she was talking on the phone while she was on her computer. That’s the first layer—the pain she acquired today, which will go away quickly after some bodywork. It might resolve on its own too, although it may create compensations. In A.’s case, though, the problem goes deeper and, even though she feels relief when she leaves me, her pain all gone, unfortunately, when she goes back to her office, sits at her desk at that same slight angle, and juggles the telephone and computer work, she feels a slight twinge again. We did not—could not in one treatment—approach the second layer, and that’s what she’s feeling now.

If her first layer is the relationship between her neck and lower back, it will correct easily. She’ll feel much better right away and probably think her problem has gone. But it hasn’t; perhaps it will reappear, less acute but still bothersome.

Second Layer of Kyo and Jitsu

The second layer is much more complex. This is the place where patterns are created and maintained, where compensation happens and there starts to be a struggle. It can be discouraging. The second layer is the source of the experience A. may have (it’s a common one) when she feels she is “magically” healed after a few treatments or when she realizes that her lower back muscles, after she strengthens them, stop the neck pain. The pain recurs, perhaps not as badly or in a different location, but something is still wrong. One kyo is satisfied, allowing the other ones to surface. Depending on the complexity and duration of her problem, she will find a whole assortment of interweaving kyos and jitsus that may reveal that this minor neck pain is part of a system that reaches deep into every aspect of her being. If the problem clears up in a few treatments or if an exercise fixes it for good, that means the neck problem is superficial, that it has roots in the first layer.

Third Layer of Kyo and Jitsu

Most issues that bother you, that seem chronic at all, have roots in the second layer. If you keep going with the uncovering process, eventually you will hit the core, the third layer, which in many ways is a very difficult place to land. Change in the third layer can’t be forced, and—since your body wisdom believes your survival depends on maintaining the imbalances within it—you will meet enormous resistance to these deep changes. If you don’t find resistance, you haven’t gotten to it yet.

The contents of that core relate to identity and self-definition, so if they shift, something radical is going to change that will threaten the person’s fundamental sense of who he is, even if that change feels wonderful—what could be bad about being free of neck pain, not being addicted to alcohol, or not being depressed? Because of the threat to survival involved, there’s still a mental reflex that we might recognize as resistance or feel as anxiety.

Kyo/Jitsu Layers in the Body and Aspects

The kyo/jitsu layers exist spatially as well as in time. People tend to be soft on the outside (kyo) and hard inside, through the deeper muscles (jitsu), or the reverse may be true. Dancers, for example, are often very flexible and have soft mobile tissue on the surface of their bodies. They might seem relaxed and fluid in their movements. But their structural issues are usually in the deeper muscles, which can grip with great force and cause a lot of problems. Other athletes, such as football players, have big, hard, tight outer bodies and inflexible joints, but weak, soft deeper muscles. Both these situations are unbalanced, and, ideally in any physical activity, the aim should be the distribution of energy through the body equally.

The first layer, in this aspect, would be the skin and the surface tissue—the part you can feel easily. It would also involve how a person looks and what you notice about her visually—the “skin deep” impression. The second layer would be most of the body tissue, the muscles you can feel without too much difficulty, and maybe some of the organs—the stomach and the esophagus are probably second layer.

The core contains the deep muscles: the psoas muscle, which, simply put, runs diagonally from the anterior lumbar spine to the groin through the body, joining the upper and lower torso (see fig. 7.1), parts of the diaphragm, most of the organs, and the bones. It’s hard to feel the core tissues, but they create and form our structure and our deeper emotional life.

Finally, there are the areas in which kyo/jitsu express themselves—the aspects. The dynamic can be structural, as in A.’s neck problem. It can be energetic/psychological, as in W.’s alcoholism. It can be expressed in a disease state, as depression (see below). It can also exist in relationships between people. You see it in disturbed families, where the “identified patient”—such as the family member whose crazy behavior troubles the other members—gets better and stops acting out. In this case the jitsu is quelled, but the kyo is not filled. So the jitsu will travel to another family member, who will act out the disturbance in his own way, creating another jitsu, until the deeper kyo of the family is healed. I’ve seen this in my own work where parents bring in their “problem kids.”

L., for example, brought in his sixteen-year-old son, who had attention deficit disorder and had started getting headaches. It’s usually a sign that the parent is involved in the kyo/jitsu dynamic when they come into the treatment room with an older child or adolescent. When L. and his son arrived, he told me all about his son’s issues in a way that made it apparent that the son’s problems were a strong focus for the father. In such a situation, where I’m not doing family therapy, my recourse could be to (a) ask the parent if I can work with the son alone, or (b) speak to the father about what I’m feeling, either directly or by expressing that what the son might need in order to get better is a certain amount of emotional space.

P. suffers from depression. He has a couple of dynamic jitsus. I learned this by chance when his wife came in for an unrelated injury. P. admired—even envied—his wife and told me often what a wonderful, dynamic woman she was, and how bad he felt that his depression was dragging her down. I did suspect that he might be angry with her, but conversation along those lines never went anywhere, and he’d been to so many therapists that he must have been aware of his anger by now, if he ever would be.

When I met his wife, she did seem like a very energetic sort of person whose positive energy more than made up for P.’s inertia. As she talked about herself and how she had come to the injury she had, what emerged for me was an impression of somebody who had experienced a lot of loss and trauma—far more than depressed P. had. So much, in fact, that she’d completely repressed the possibility of sadness—“I’m never depressed!”—and P. was expressing it for her.

His depression, in this sense, was the jitsu of their dynamic—it was the obvious, wrong thing that took up a lot of their energy—and the kyo was her denied depression. Her need, I would imagine, was for some kind of expression and nurturance of her sadness, some attention. But since P. was getting all the attention and all the therapy, her kyo never rose to the surface, and the closed system of their dynamic remained intact and unconscious.

Family therapists are very aware of this kyo/jitsu interaction between people, although they express it in different ways, such as “projective identification,” “enabling,” and so on. It can create a lot more sickness than intrapersonal kyo/jitsu, since the basis of an entire relationship may depend on it. For example, it’s possible that P.’s recovering might allow his wife’s depression to emerge. Then, if the basis of their relationship is not so healthy, their marriage might be in danger. Since P. doesn’t want to risk his marriage, he can’t allow therapy to succeed.

We can see from these examples some of the ways in which the kyo/jitsu dynamic can operate, and of course they all interweave in any given real-life situation.

Kyo/jitsu can exist spatially, within the body, as a weak (kyo) system creates an overfunctioning (jitsu) area somewhere else.

It exists in time, as in the most recent and superficial kyo/jitsu imbalance, which is easier to correct, versus the much older and more complicated kyo/jitsu patterns that only emerge after the recent ones are balanced.

It exists interpersonally, between people and in situations.

It manifests psychologically in conscious (jitsu) and unconscious (kyo) patterns.

P.’s depression, for example, as well as the jitsu for his wife’s depression, could also be a jitsu for his own kyo feelings of anger and his unmet need to hit somebody.




FUNCTIONAL AND STRUCTURAL KYO/JITSU

Kyo/jitsu, on a more physical level, could be structural (weak muscle/tight muscle) or functional (unexpressed movement/overemphasized movement).

How do you move all day? A., the lady with neck pain from the beginning of this chapter, is sitting in front of her computer, tilted slightly at an angle. That’s her movement jitsu—it’s noticeably static and upper-body focused. Her kyo, those movements she never or seldom does, might be strong, fast lower body movement like dancing or sprinting. Maybe it would help her neck problem if she started becoming more active in this kind of way. A very active, athletic person, on the other hand, might be helped by sitting still.

Functional kyo/jitsu can be more specific than that. Various dance-based therapies analyze all human movement in terms of choreography. There are lateral (side-to-side), rotational (around), vertical (up-and-down), flowing, stuck, fast, and slow movements. As small children, we have access to the whole gamut of human movement and can learn movement skills very easily, just as our unconditioned mouths can form words in many languages. The culture and socioeconomic group we grow up in creates our first shaping of movement expression. If we grow up in an Italian or Spanish environment, for example, we may learn to use our arms and hands quickly and expressively when we talk, not held in close to our sides. Certain muscles then get more developed, and others don’t get used so much, forming characteristic body shapes. We might also learn, or not cultivate, particular body skills as children. Perhaps we learn a sport, or maybe the movement skill we learn is just sitting in front of the TV for hours on end—these activities all create movement patterns that develop our bodies in particular directions.

Repetitive stress syndrome, tendonitis, carpal tunnel syndrome, and so on are created by a limited jitsu movement pattern. The therapist will give exercises that explore and strengthen different movement pathways—the kyo functions. At least one of these weak movements is likely to be the underlying kyo.

Doing something different, almost any change in movement patterns that isn’t harmful, is likely to hit a functional kyo and correct a jitsu somewhere. But here’s the catch: If you just move randomly, letting the body express itself as it chooses, you’ll probably only repeat the same movements you are already strong in. You have to learn something different from the outside, a new skill.

The computer programmer with carpal tunnel syndrome takes up rock climbing, and the new upper body patterns strengthen muscles that she can then use to release the other, overworked muscles that are giving her pain. The football player learns yoga and starts to use extended, stretched muscle patterns, correcting the imbalances that create the contracted muscle paths causing his tendinitis.

What’s the opposite of your habitual movements? What might change if you incorporate some opposite, unfamiliar patterns?




USING THE KYO/JITSU PARADIGM

We can see the kyo/jitsu dynamic in relationships, in structure, in organic functions (an overfunctioning stomach might be caused by an underfunctioning liver, for example), in psychology, in function and movement, and you can probably think of many other areas where it manifests. Now, let’s look at how to use this paradigm. How can you find your own kyo? There is enormous power and the potential of healing if you can become aware of what in yourself is unconscious, weak, unfelt, hidden, and not used. The awareness itself invigorates the kyo and starts to wake it up so it can be available to you as energy.

Invigorate the Kyo

You have probably experienced some of this already in your life. Think of problems you’ve had that you “got over,” whether physical, mental, or emotional. You probably didn’t get over them by wrestling the jitsu into the ground—such as fighting the problem directly with willpower. You almost certainly transcended rather than won, bringing energy to other physical systems, learning a new way, having a life-changing experience, or doing something else that pulled awareness and vitality into what had, until then, been a kyo.

You can see this happen by chance when someone discovers a spiritual path, falls in love, or faces a catastrophe, and the flood of new input breaks the kyo/jitsu cycle. As we age and become embedded in habit and fear, we often stop the flow of new information, holding onto our jitsu and shutting off kyo from consciousness. So younger, or at least more youthful, people tend to fill kyo more dramatically and have fewer stuck patterns.

Let’s go back to A. with her neck pain. First of all, I’ll step back mentally from the minutiae of her problem in order to see the more general kyo/jitsu of her life. My first move is to go from the specific to the general, to see the biggest picture I can. I divide areas of emphasis into sections: relationships, environment, psychological, spiritual, exercise, diet, breathing, work, recreation, sleep, and so on. I look at her areas of emphasis. Perhaps A.’s area of emphasis is psychological; she experiences her neck pain as an emotional issue. Maybe she goes to her psychotherapist and talks about what it might mean, how her relationship stress might be causing it. Or maybe her work situation—she works sixty hours a week—is responsible.

What she never pays attention to is exercise. It never occurs to her that some type of movement might help her neck. So my first suggestion might involve her becoming physically active and perhaps doing some exercises to strengthen her back. My guess is that lack of movement is her neck pain kyo. Maybe she never pays attention to her diet, either. I pick movement first because it makes logical sense; her back muscles are weak and the sedentary nature of her work is making her compensate with her neck muscles. We have to start somewhere. I also have to find exercises for her that don’t create too much resistance, aren’t too opposite from her habitual way of being. Jitsu has to be placated! Also, I won’t make them too complicated and “dancerly”—I used to make that mistake a lot. I’ll explain them thoroughly—appeal to her mind—and emphasize the mind/body nature of movement.

Intensify the Jitsu

The other way we could work with kyo/jitsu is the exact opposite—intensify the jitsu to the point where her own nervous system recognizes there is an imbalance and corrects itself—a sort of vaccination process. In this case, perhaps if A. were completely and entirely still in her body and mind for a fixed period of time, as in some meditation practices, she might experience more deeply the nature of stillness and crave the movement that is its natural balance. There’s a risk in this approach—not so much for A., but for W., who may have to “hit bottom” with his drinking before he realizes he can’t fool himself any longer and may then seek treatment. Of course, the risk is that he will hit bottom and not come back up, that he may become seriously ill or die. So this approach is a little more risky than going directly to the kyo, because it presupposes some sense of natural balance that may not be there.

Working tight painful areas—jitsu—directly is our natural instinct, and usually a good one. We want to rub the areas that hurt and actually intensify the sensation there. One reason this works is that, when the energy is increased in the right place by rubbing or pressing on the area, the tension will naturally let go after a certain point. Lots of bodywork techniques work on this principle. If a muscle or joint wants to move in one direction too much, intensify the movement by compressing the joint into the favored direction. The nervous system may well readjust. Psychological jitsu can be increased by catharsis, exaggeration of the troubling emotion until the emotions balance themselves.

When a condition has just happened, right after injury or crisis of some kind, intensifying the jitsu will usually resolve the problem. However, in the course of my work, I rarely see people right after they have been injured. Compensation only takes about fifteen minutes to begin, at which time the patterns in the body shift, becoming complex, as the organism adapts to the insult. The only chances I’ve had have been when my kids have injured themselves when I’ve been right there and once when a client had twisted her ankle outside my building, just as she came in for her appointment. Then I’ve had the opportunity to experiment with this concept and worked directly into the injured area, with immediate pain relief. You can’t do this, of course, if a bone is broken or the skin is open. Usually in these cases the pain is not right at the injured site anyway, or the person is in shock and numb.

You can try working immediately with a minor injury like a stubbed toe. Press into the sore part until the sensation of pressure equals the pain of the toe. The pain may go away, or at least greatly reduce, and you may limit later swelling or inflammation.

You can also practice by allowing jitsu to fully express itself through movement. You can explore this with chronic pain, any kind of bound, tight, or pent-up sensation. See if you can be specific about the type of energy locked in the tissue—is it gripping, pulsing and throbbing, angular, or sharp? Experience it as simply as you can, as held energy, rather than pain. Without fear and projection into the future, pain becomes sensation, and the body can unwind. Resistance and tightening around pain is natural—but it will only prolong it and make it worse.

Psychologically, this principle is being used in the technique of thought flooding. I always thought positive affirmations didn’t work, and I was aware that I worried more, not less, after telling myself good things, surrounding myself with white light, and so on. Apparently, lots of people have this experience. A psychologist, Thomas Stampfl, has experimented with the technique of having a worrier think the absolute worst, most frightening thoughts they can (intensifying jitsu), without resisting them, for a limited period of time—say ten minutes a day. The rest of the time, the chronic worrier finds he automatically worries less and can control his thought patterns, knowing he has a “worry time” later to look forward to. It interested me how this practice gave me a sense of relief.

Some addictions can be handled this way too, limiting the time period they can be indulged in, and strictly refraining the rest of the time. However, the more powerful ones have a chemical component that does not allow purposeful indulgence, or are too damaging to engage in at all.

Finding and Filling Kyo

Intensifying jitsu is usually the first way I go with a client. It satisfies them—the issue they come with is given attention. It often works. If I have no success with this approach, we then need to begin the deeper and more profound task of finding and filling the kyo.

There are many layers, of course, and many kyos. However, there is always one deep and fundamental kyo underlying the structures, hiding in the third layer, the core. Finding this in oneself is usually a lifetime task. If you bring energy fully into your own blind spot, you will completely heal (make yourself whole).


Getting the Right Balance

D. came back to me for treatments after a hiatus of several years. She had had a car accident when we had last worked, and the resulting cranial injury from whiplash had caused her excruciating headaches. That was all fine now; the current problem was a strange tightness in her hips and hamstrings that wouldn’t go away no matter how much she stretched. She had tried Rolfing, chiropractic adjustments, and two-hour-long deep tissue massages, but the pain always came back by the next day.

I looked at her hips; all that excellent bodywork had loosened up the muscles around that area so much that the tension melted away as soon as I worked into it. It was easy—too easy. Obviously, that wasn’t the solution, since all her tension always came right back the next day. I wasn’t sure why. The Rolfer and the deep tissue masseur had worked in the hip rotators and her gluteus—I thought perhaps the problem was coming from her psoas and quadratus lumborum. Sure enough, there was a bigger change when I worked there, as I would have expected. Working opposing, antagonistic muscles is often the solution to an intractable problem.

D. came back the next week, disappointed. “It all came back the next day, just like before. How many sessions do you think this will take?”

“Four,” I said, out of the blue. For some reason, I always know in four sessions if this is a problem I can work with, and if so, how. That doesn’t mean the problem is gone in four sessions. She understood that.

This time, I worked with the rest of her body, seeing if I could find some other factors that perhaps had been overlooked by the other therapists. She was extremely tight everywhere else in her body; the painful hips seemed to be much looser than any other area. I didn’t find anything that seemed particularly related to the hip problem, and she left. I mulled over the conundrum all week—nothing came up for me that helped me identify what might be causing her problem.

The next week she came back, much happier. “The hips are much looser,” she said. We were both surprised. “Now I can feel how locked up the rest of me is!”

Now her hips were looser and the original problems with whiplash were starting to show up. I continued what seemed to be helping, that is, giving her more of a whole-body treatment, and as I worked on her, I got it.

Her body was so tight from the car accident, and all the compensations since then in her spine, that her hips were the only mobile part. The rest of her body, though very jitsu to the touch, was functionally kyo—unaware, unmoving, not much energy in it. The hips, though loose and mobile, had become the functional jitsu—they moved too much, taking on the work the rest of her couldn’t do. And in fact the tightening up was due to overstretching—even though the hips were tight, they were loose relative to her body.

Working the rest of the body (the kyo), and allowing it to be more mobile, meant those overstressed hips had to do less work, so they relaxed. Working into the hips and opening up the surface tension there might actually intensify the problem, since compensation would increase.

So paradoxically, the problem places in your body could be 
the most flexible areas that have to work too hard, and you may need to open up 
the rest of your body. Often, the tight places actually need to be strengthened and the rest of the body made more flexible.
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