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The Bowen Technique

Mind – body integration 






 

by  Janie Godfrey

The Bowen Technique is a gentle form of light-touch therapy and can be very effective treatment for a wide variety of physical problems such as back and neck pain and dysfunction, frozen shoulder, painful knees, elbows, etc.   Often, these are the result of the mechanics of over-doing it – too much gardening, sports injuries, etc.  But many physical conditions have their root in non-physical problems and situations.   This connection is acknowledged by many common expressions such as ‘a pain in the neck’, ‘gut-wrenching’, ‘weak at the knees’, ‘shouldering a problem’, ‘I can’t swallow that’.  No surprise then if neck pain, shoulder tension, throat cramp, etc. is present on the physical level.  

We don’t doubt there is a mind-body-spirit connection when someone blushes, for instance, and treating the body as a way into an emotional or spiritual blockage or problem appears to be valid in the clinical experience of many Bowen therapists – and other therapists too, of course.  In 1997 the book entitled Molecules of Emotion:  the Science behind Mind/Body Medicine was published.  Its American author, Candace Pert PhD, researched “new paradigm” healing at the Georgetown University Medical School where she was a professor of Physiology and Biophysics.  Her research reveals how the “bodymind” functions as a single psychosomatic network of information molecules, which control our health and physiology.  It is a fascinating book and connects the biochemistry of the body with the mind/emotions very clearly.  Reading her conclusions, it seems clear that when giving a treatment such as Bowen to the body, where anxieties, fears and traumas can manifest as pain or dysfunction, the effect can ripple through to the non-physical source of these problems and bring about a change in the way they are perceived and dealt with.  

All spiritual and religious traditions have known this, of course.   In Ancient Greece, there was no separation between doctors and priests, temples and hospitals.  They said that ‘the language of the soul is either dreams, or spontaneous images or [physical] symptoms’:  if you don’t hear the first two, the message is manifested physically.

Bowen’s ability to prompt this body-mind connection was demonstrated to me soon after I began my practice as a Bowen Technique practitioner.   A man in his mid-40’s had come for treatment because of tremendous back pain.   Indeed, the muscles on either side of his spine (the erector spinae) were so rigid they felt like bones themselves.  No wonder he was experiencing a lot of pain.  I had great confidence that the Bowen moves, gentle as they are, could help these muscles to relax, which would certainly bring him some relief.  He came for his second treatment one week after his first and reported that he had had a brief period of relief but the pain was back and the muscles felt rigid again.  But this time, part way through the treatment, he suddenly said, “You don’t think this back pain could have anything to do with a relationship problem, do you?”  After the Bowen treatment finished, he recounted a very sad and distressing tale about a long-standing estrangement in his family and the great grief this caused him.  He said it was something that he had avoided facing .  The metaphors for his position could be:  1) he had his back to the problem, or perhaps 2) it was a burden he was carrying, or it could be 3) perhaps his position in the dispute was rigid and he needed to concede some ground and not be unbending.  It was, in any case, something he had avoided dealing with for many years and I was so impressed that he had been able and willing to make this connection – between his very painful back and the family problem - himself, apparently prompted by the integrating effect of the Bowen treatment.  With the source of the ‘pain’ correctly identified, he could “own” it and begin to deal with it at the correct level rather than his body having to continue to carry it.   I don’t think he would have been open to being ‘told’ he had such an underlying problem – he needed to put it together for himself and Bowen treatment was able to do this in an acceptable way for him and let him hear the real message his body was sending.  I hope that, with this realisation, he was willing and able to initiate a constructive and happy resolution to this long-standing ‘pain’ in his life – on every level.  
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