54

massage & bodywork

march/april 2011

The Brain
and Bodywork
Exploring Pain Through Body Sense
BY ALAN FOGEL

P

ain is the body’s wake-up call. Although we
often fail to notice minor stresses and strains,
most people notice pain as the body calls out
for attention. Our typical response to pain is
to try and suppress it or get rid of it. However,
there is another, more powerful way to work
with pain: by feeling it instead of avoiding it.
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BODY SENSE AND PAIN

It may not seem like it at the time, but
pain exists in our bodies as a way of
getting our attention back to ourselves.
Pain is one of the pathways our body
uses to spontaneously and automatically
remind us to notice a physical or
emotional threat we may have been
avoiding. This noticing and feeling
directly into our bodies, even our pain,
is what I call embodied self-awareness,
or more simply, “body sense.”1
Body sense is the ability to feel
sensations and emotions in the present
moment without the mediation
of judgment or thought. In fact,
whenever thoughts of any kind come

is exceptionally powerful because it
can find the most optimal form of
functioning across neuromuscular,
digestive, hormonal, cardiovascular,
and immune systems leading to a
reduction of pain and ultimately a
return to healthy functioning.2
Body sense is one of the oldest,
most powerful tools available for
healing. It is as simple as noticing the
aroma of good food, feeling your feet
on the floor, or sensing the warmth
and softness of touch. Body sense calls
us to the present moment, brings us
back to ourselves, and wakes us up
to what our body really needs. Body
sense is also elusive, mysterious, easy

Body sense is one of the oldest,
most powerful tools available
for healing.
into our awareness we immediately
go offline from our body sense; we
are not in the moment: “Am I sick
or just lazy?” “I’m really good at
what I do.” “I’m definitely in the
moment, right now, with this client.”
Present-moment body sense is
like a booster shot for the nervous
system. When we become aware of
feelings, including pain, it means
that the self-regulatory network of
the brain (including the prefrontal
cortex, the anterior cingulate cortex,
the thalamus and hypothalamus,
linked parts of the brain stem and
spinal cord, and the peripheral
receptor neurons that help to locate
and sense our body condition) can
be activated as a single unit of neural
integration. This integrated network
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to forget, and difficult to rediscover.
It takes practice, discipline, and
concentration. Even those most skilled
in the art of body sense can lose
their way or get thrown off track.
This happens because of the pull
of our thoughts and judgments—those
nagging expectations from family,
friends, and co-workers. If these
pressures push you to ignore the subtle
sensations of stress in your body, and
later the pain itself, you may develop
tissue damage like tendinitis, joint
inflammation, loss of cartilage, bone
compression in the vertebra, or a
pinched nerve. Your body might be
under stress for years, but you may
not be aware of it until it progresses
to the point of depleting your body’s
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resources: literally destroying cells that
maintain your ability to function.
Adjusting your posture, stretching,
going to the gym, getting bodywork,
doing yoga, meditating, taking a walk in
nature, having fun—these are all simple
practices that help bring us back to
ourselves, enliven the body sense, and
dampen the insistent thoughts that take
us “out” of ourselves. Yet, even those
most skilled in body sense may run into
a roadblock when it comes to pain.
Let’s look at the physiology of
physical pain to understand why it can
be difficult to handle. The sensations
from the nociceptors (pain receptors)
at the periphery of the body are not
pain; nor are the nerve impulses that
travel up the spinal cord and are
represented in the somatotopic brain
stem, limbic, and cortical regions that
correspond to particular body locations.
Pain is not any of these nerve signals.
Pain is a state of consciousness in
relation to the body.3 It is an emergent
state of awareness across the entire
neural network just described.
This means that even if the
nociceptor sites are relaying a pain
input signal to the brain, how that
signal is felt and how we relate to it
emotionally (fear or acceptance) can
be changed, perhaps permanently,
by becoming more aware of our
experience of pain. To convince
yourself that the pain experience may
actually change with awareness, try
the Body Sense Exercise on page 59.
Part of the work of getting in
touch with pain is to convince your
body that it is safe to go in there and
feel it. Having accomplished that,
you can begin to deepen your body
sense of pain. You may be surprised
that the pain morphs from physical to
emotional (sadness, anger, fear, love)
and back again. It may even be referred
to other locations in your body. This
is because pain is not, in fact, located
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Pain may begin with an external threat (injury, infection) but the pain itself creates a sense of threat
from inside one’s own body, leading to a compounding pain-threat-pain cycle (attractor). When we
avoid, stoically ignore, or suppress our awareness of the pain, the threat-pain attractor combines
with a trauma attractor, creating the conditions for chronic pain, tissue damage, and disease states.
Embodied self-awareness (body sense) is one way to break the pain-trauma pattern, creating a new
attractor that leads to recovery.

anywhere in your body. It is distributed
through your whole being, which is why
training your body sense to encompass
that whole being can be helpful.
Some pain, however, may not be
soothed in this way. You may need
to take pain medications and other
medical treatments. Regardless of
what treatments you use, your body
sense can play an important role in
your recovery. Body sense is itself a
kind of medicine because the neural
network that supports the body
sense is directly linked to neural,

hormonal, and immune system
functions that relax, soothe, and
restore.4 Body sense medicine relies
on your own body’s natural resources
for self-repair and the dosage is
automatically tailored to your needs.

BODYWORK FOR PAIN

As a bodywork practitioner, if you can’t
explore your own pain (either solo or
with help), you won’t be able to help
your clients explore theirs. You may
need to focus part of your continuing

education on body sense practices
and treatments for yourself. Rosen
Method bodywork 5 and the Feldenkrais
Method6 use both “listening” touch and
talk to enhance body sense. In cases of
trauma-induced pain, Rosen Method,
somatic psychotherapy,7 and Somatic
Experiencing8 are all useful practices.
These methods help us find ourselves in
the present moment so that our bodies
can more effectively use their own
resources for healing. Being willing to
check in with your ability to access your
body sense of pain is already a step in
the right direction. Continued practice
has demonstrated positive benefits for
your own physical and mental health.
Assuming you are on the path
to staying in the present moment
with your own pain, you will already
have an intuitive sense of what may
help alleviate your client’s pain.
When contacting a client’s painful
areas during a bodywork session,
you can use your experience to
help you understand how to apply
some of the following guidelines.

THINK OF YOUR TOUCH
AS A RESOURCE, RATHER
THAN A REMEDIATOR
Touch should be gentle, with full hand
contact—just enough for the person to
feel it but not so much as to aggravate
the pain. Aggravating pain will bring
up the body’s defensive and protective
responses, something the client is likely
already to have been doing to avoid
feeling the pain. Defensive reactions
suppress the body sense.9 All pain
should be initially treated as if it is
“hot” trauma, as if you are working
with a raw nervous system, with the
goal of reducing reactive responses and
increasing tolerance for feeling that
part of the body.10 You can adjust your
touch by asking your client: “Does this
hurt?” or “Can you feel my hand?”
We want the client’s body sense to
activate his or her body’s own resources
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for healing. At this early stage of
treatment, doing less is achieving more.

Body Sense Exercise

Find a quiet place to sit or lie down, coming to rest inside yourself. Let your body sink
into gravity as much as you are able. Locate the painful area and feel the boundaries
of the pain. Is it, for example, the whole leg, just in the thigh, or localized to just
above the knee on the inside of your leg, etc.? Your headache may be just behind
your right eye, or just over your left ear. Shift your awareness between painful areas
and adjacent non-painful areas. Notice the differences. Let the non-painful parts talk
to the painful parts. This is often enough to start the pain to move or soften.
Now forget the pain and focus on your breathing, the sense of your body
connecting with the surface on which you are sitting or lying, or on some other
constant and reliable presence that feels safe, stable, and supportive. These are your
resources. Other resources could be the non-painful parts of your body, the trees
over your head, a clock ticking, someone’s hand that you are holding for support, a
bodywork practitioner who is touching you, a stuffed animal, a mental image of a
person you love, or even your sense of God’s presence. Make sure you can locate
these resources reliably, because you’ll need to come back to them anytime the pain
becomes too much.
Now, localize the pain again; then access your resource. Practice going back and
forth between the pain and the resource. Finally, with your resource in mind, come
back to the pain, and this time, go into it. Really try to feel it. You may not be able
to do this at first. Your pulse may quicken, you might cry or sweat, your breathing
may become shallow, and you may gasp for air. This is your sympathetic (arousal)
nervous system’s response to feeling threatened. Come back to your resource. See if
you can let your parasympathetic (relaxation) nervous system help you settle down.
Try again. This is a process. It may take multiple tries and multiple sessions. If your
resource stops working for you, try a different one. You can have a whole collection
of resources—no limit—if that helps.

ALLOW THE CLIENT TO FEEL
THE PAIN WITHOUT ACTING
ON YOUR OWN DESIRE TO
FIX OR MAKE IT BETTER
The self-regulatory neural network
has to be able to locate the pain in
the body before it can marshal the
appropriate neurochemicals, hormones,
and immune cells to address it. Many
sessions may be required since this
is a developmental process—literally
regrowing parts of the self-regulatory
neural network. If you can stay
present with your own worries and
questions and not act on them, you
can get out of the way and let clients
have their own feelings. It may seem
as if you are causing the pain, but
if you are fully present with your
touch, what you are really doing is
giving the client the opportunity to
feel the pain, with you as a witness.
REDUCE INTENSITY, PRESSURE,
OR MOVE AWAY FROM THE
PAINFUL AREA AS NEEDED
You are primarily working with the
client’s neuroregulatory system and
teaching about shifting between feeling
pain until it becomes intolerable and
then shifting to feeling something
more comfortable. By touching
adjacent and pain-free areas, you are
reminding the client’s nervous system
that there are resources beyond the
pain: comfort, relief, and hope.
BEGIN DEEPER, OR MORE
ADJUSTIVE; WORK ONLY AS PAIN
TOLERANCE INCREASES OVER TIME
When addressing previously painful
tissue, working more deeply has to
wait until the nervous system can
handle it. This could take weeks,
months, or longer, depending on
the person and the source of pain.
It is essential to stay in touch with
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your own body sense, as well as your
clients’, to assess—asking questions
and using your eyes and ears—when
they may be ready for more. You don’t
know what the clients need until you
observe their responses. This is not
about you and what you feel is best for
them. In order to avoid reactivating
the threat and withdrawal response,
allow yourself to engage with clients
in a process of mutual communication
and discovery. For instance, if feeling
the pain brings up an originating
trauma, you may want to refer the
client to a body sense practitioner of
Rosen Method, somatic psychotherapy,
or Somatic Experiencing, all of whom
are trained to work with the emotional
and physical effects of trauma.

BE PREPARED TO WAIT
The practitioner may need to wait, to be
in a state of non-doing, before getting
a response from the client’s body
that indicates a renewed feeling and
connection with the injured part. Some
of the best massages I’ve experienced
combine the usual strokes with periods
of just this type of slow, patient, fully
present contact. This gives my body a
chance to feel, to settle, and to integrate
the more active work that came before.

EXPLORING PAIN

Can you be content using your touch as
a resource and support and not acting
as a fixer or healer? Are you ready to
address some of your own pain in this
way, with patience and acceptance?
Exploring pain can be highly gratifying
and liberating, and a feeling of triumph
comes from learning to stay with the
pain and not run away from it, not try
to make it better. Body sense approaches
to pain allow the wisdom of the body to
be the guide, while helping you move
your own thoughts and intentions out
of the way. This takes a lot of pressure

Exploring pain
can be highly
gratifying and
liberating, and
a feeling of
triumph comes
from learning
to stay with the
pain and not
run away from
it, not try to
make it better.

off the practitioner because you don’t
have to figure out how to relieve the
pain. The body can take care of a lot
of things on its own if we give it a
chance to just feel how it feels, right
now, in this very moment.
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