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Chapter 1: Why is Touch Important?: An Evolutionary View, A Human View, And 
Introducing the Perspectives and Scope

Touch some thing in front of you. Touch one part of your skin to another piece of 

skin. Notice the touch you already had two sentences ago, with the computer, with 

paper, with the inside of your clothes. This will be a paper about touch, about the 

importance of touch for human beings, but how even do we talk about touch? Our 

culture, our rational worldview wants things at a distance, so that we can think that what 

we say is objective. With touch, we start by acknowledging how close we are to it, how 

unavoidably intimate we are with the embodied sense that comes first in evolution, first 

in our development, and is directly a part of how we know ourselves, meet another 

person, and bring information from the world into our nervous system.

All the senses of course are intimate to our embodiment and our experience, but 

touch can have a particularly deep place in how we know ourselves. It is the oldest 

sense in our evolution. A primitive amoeba would have no way to know the world other 

than to sense what touched up against its membrane wall. Evolutionary development 

and the development of an individual animal or human often mirror each other, and 

touch is the first sense to come to use in a developing human too, at about six weeks, 

when we are less than an inch long and also sensing what comes up against our 

boundaries. Touch is, to quote Deane Juhan, “the chronological and psychological 

Mother of the Senses… All the other special senses are actually exquisite sensitizations 

of particular neural cells to particular kinds of touch” (Job’s Body, 29). Touch is early on 

in us and in evolution the only way to get information from outside the edges/boundary/

membrane of our being. The other senses are specialized versions of this. Hearing 

comes from structures in the ear being touched by vibration. Seeing is eye rods and 

cones being contacted by light. Smelling is particles touching sensors in the nose. Taste 

is molecules touching the tongue. These senses make the range of touch broader, more 

specialized, and more able to sense things that cross through the air. They don’t change 
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the fundamental principle that information enters our consciousness through the 

touching stimulation of something at our edges that then dives deep into our nervous 

system, our perception, and our minds.

The skin at our edges and the nervous system deep within us grow out of the 

same developmental tissue, the ectoderm layer of the early embryo. Both Bonnie 

Bainbridge Cohen and Deane Juhan find this significant and important in their 

understandings of the body, touch, and the mind. In our culture, we tend to think that 

there is a deep, buried place where our mind resides and our skin is a shell on which we 

might project our thoughts, feelings, and mind. For instance, we may think facial 

expressions or actions are our mind emerging from deep within to our outer layer. But it 

is just as accurate to view the nervous system (and the mind) as developed from 

outside stimulation inwards. “Depending upon how you look at it, the skin is the outer 

surface of the brain, or the brain is the deepest layer of the skin” (Job’s Body, 35), writes 

Juhan. “Nowhere along the line,” he continues, “can I draw a sharp distinction between 

a periphery which purely responds as opposed to a central nervous system which 

purely thinks. My tactile experience is just as central to my thought processes as are 

language skills or categories of logic” (Job’s Body, 36). Stimulation at our edges helps 

form our minds by giving it information and priming it. More poetically, Juhan writes, 

“The skin is no more separated from the brain than the surface of a lake is separated 

from its depths; the two are different locations in a continuous medium” (Job’s Body, 

43). And Ashley Montagu writes in his tome on the importance of touch, Touching: The 

Human Significance of The Skin, “The nervous system is, then, a buried part of the 

skin… It would not be a mistake if we were to think and speak of the skin as the external 

nervous system” (4). The continuous integration between the skin, the somatic and 

reflexive arcs of the nervous system, the enervation of organs and autonomic 

processes, the central nervous system, the lower brain, and the cortical high brain tells 

us that touch has a direct pathway of access deep into us. Touch and received 
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sensation is part of the nervous system and part of the mind - both of which are much 

vaster than the brain. Our intellectual and emotional responsivity are grown by the 

experiences we have and the sensation we take in. Touch at our edges is part of how 

we become us at our core. It can shape from the outside in deep into who we are. And 

our tactile experience - good or bad, satisfying or deficient - becomes a big part of how 

we know ourselves in our inner worlds and how we engage in relationship with the outer 

world. The senses, and touch especially for its intimacy with the nervous system, meet 

our inside with the outside, and bring the outside in more deeply than we’re accustomed 

to recognizing.

A reason touch may be undervalued in our culture is that its importance reaches 

first the more animal, primitive aspects of our mind. Touch travels along its pathways 

through the body and lower levels of the nervous system before reaching the high brain. 

Our brain stem, which evolutionarily resembles more a lizard mind than a human mind, 

our enteric nervous system (brain of the gut), which evolutionarily resembles an 

earthworm mind, and our autonomic nervous system and muscle and organ mind and 

emotion states receive the input of touch earlier in the chain as the information travels 

into the body. Our reflexes are calibrated, our sense of safety is confirmed, our 

emotional processing begins, and our “subconscious” is balanced before our conscious 

thoughts are being affected. Touch rewards first older, deeper parts of the mind. And 

even though our culture tends to undervalue those parts of our mind, they are 

nevertheless deeply deeply important to our health, to our well-being, and to our 

relationship to ourselves and the world. Even if we care only for the intellect our culture 

values more, it is deeply important that our high brain receives the support it needs from 

the lower levels of the nervous system and the body it’s integrated with. “We like to 

think,” writes Diane Ackerman, “that we are finely evolved creatures, in suit-and-tie or 

pantyhose-and-chemise, who live many millennia and mental detours away from the 

cave, but that’s not something our bodies are convinced of” (xviii). Touch is early and 
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deep in our evolution and in our beings. The depth of the places touch reaches (the 

deep nervous system and the lower brain organizing) can be lost when we as a culture 

want to be as special in our humanness and as far away from our animalness as we 

can be. If we understood that a way we are unique as humans is in how much 

complexity we have and how much calibration that requires, we might be able to keep 

our egos and recognize that being more connected to our bodies and our evolution 

serves our human potential. A major human uniqueness is in how unformed and 

moldable we are when we arrive. A newborn horse can perform nearly all of its adult 

functions in its first day, but we require constant learning to manage our complexity and 

function. From the older evolutionary reflex level to the animal intelligences up to the 

human specific aspects of our creative mind, we are unique in the complexity we have. 

Somatic education and the calibrating and educating influence of touch particularly 

remain vital throughout our lives to cultivate the great possibility for sophistication we 

have and to retain our animal balance and pursue our human potential.

Generally, in our culture, we try to put our bodies and minds far from each other. 

The integration of touch deep into our minds challenges us to feel the integrated 

inseparability of body and mind and the inseparability of our human specific elements 

from the animal evolution that lives within our experience. Both Bonnie Bainbridge 

Cohen and Deane Juhan - two somatic luminaries who will be central to this paper - find 

this important, and so do I.

This thesis will be not so much about proving that touch is important to us and 

that lack of touch may be hurting ourselves and our culture. It’s a look at why touch 

matters for us that asks how is it important to us as human beings and human bodies, 

what implications does its importance have, how may we utilize it, and what role can 

touch have in how we learn and know ourselves. For a thorough look at touch across a 

range of cultures, scientific studies on touching, and a comprehensive analysis of the 

significance of touch in a human’s life span, I recommend Ashley Montagu’s Touching: 
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The Human Significance of the Skin. For an in-depth look at how skillful touch can affect 

the different systems of the body and mind through the thixotropic effect of connective 

tissue, the pliability of bone, repatterning of the nervous system and muscles I 

recommend Deane Juhan’s book Job’s Body: A Handbook for Bodywork. For an 

embodied understanding of intelligences possible within the fluids, cells, deep nervous 

system, and other tissue systems of the body, I recommend Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen’s 

book Sensing, Feeling, & Action. The scope of this thesis will be more limited and 

instead will be to take elements of these books and others, my personal perspective, 

and an interview I conducted with Deane and Bonnie into a discussion of the 

evolutionary and somatic importance of touch in the human mammal, how we learn by 

touch, and the roles touch can play in a satisfying life. I will have one main thread - on 

why and how touch is important for our inseparable body-mind. Other threads - 

anthropological, scientific studies, the cultural, the political - I suggest as little bridges 

and applications of the somatic importance of touch on the way our lives happen. I 

encourage you to read this writing from your embodied perception. When something 

doesn’t make sense to think about, can you feel it instead? Can you find your own 

answers in your body, in your body-mind, in your personal, emotional, physical history 

or experience? What are your own questions or your own answers that are different 

from mine? I encourage your curiosity more than my certainty.

So, to start, what’s my story? Why is touch important to me? Why is it me writing 

this? Before studying bodywork through Body-Mind Centering®  and with Deane Juhan 

and others, I experienced the importance of touch in healing and happiness when after 

a long personal illness, I undertook the habit of offering “Free Hugs” to strangers in 

Boulder, Colorado where I lived, sometimes for hours at a time. I hugged with 

thousands and thousands of people, and I found the value of caring touch for me 

personally and in what I saw. There were other parts than just touch that inspired me 

about it - the sense of offering, the meditative presence and intent required to the act, 
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the engagement with kindness and humanity - but just the power and depth of loving 

touch itself, for five seconds or two minutes, struck me and has become a part of my 

life. From the man I hugged who had just gotten out of prison and hadn’t had kind touch 

in many years to the massage therapist I hugged who started crying immediately 

because she gave but infrequently received touch, there were many stories of 

immediate and simple and deep impact that went beyond and often deeper than words. 

Since, I have become a bodyworker, working with the somatic influence of touch and 

many of the things that will be discussed in this paper. And before that, I was a child and 

a growing human, who wanted loving touch.

Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen is the developer of Body-Mind Centering® , an 

embodied approach to movement, the anatomical and physiological body, hands-on 

bodywork, and consciousness that I am a student of and Somatic Movement Educator 

in. Body-Mind Centering®  represents the personal exploration of movement and the 

body-mind that Bonnie has undertaken over the past 50 years and that many others 

have now joined her in. Bonnie grew up around the circus and started as a movement 

artist and occupational therapist before exploring the body-mind once she found what 

she was learning insufficient to explain the experience she felt and saw. Deane Juhan is 

best known for Job’s Body: A Handbook for Bodywork, considered by many including 

myself the bible of touch and somatic bodywork. Deane was a longtime student of 

Milton Trager and remains a senior practitioner of the Trager®  Approach as well as now 

his own Resistance-Release method, which I have experienced personally. Deane 

worked also for 19 years as a massage therapist at the Esalen Institute, where he 

transitioned to the somatic after leaving behind a PhD study in literature. Their 

perspectives will be brought together as a central dialogue in this thesis and in the 

personal interview I facilitated with both of them on February 28, 2017. 
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Chapter 2: Why is Touch Important for Bodies and Minds and our Nervous Systems?

We are equally justified in regarding the skin as the outer surface of the 
brain, and in maintaining that there is no fundamental difference between 
“responding” and “thinking.” There is really no synapse to which he can point 
and say, “Here is where stimulation is turned into thought,” or, “Here is where 
thought turns into behavior.” The nervous system is all brain (Job’s Body, 159).

“Peripheral” and “central” are merely spatial distinctions, distinctions which 
do more harm than good if they lure us into forgetting that the brain is a single 
functional unit, from cortex to fingertips to toes. To touch the surface is to stir its 
depths (Job’s Body, 43).

— Deane Juhan

	 These quotes, from Deane Juhan’s masterful book Job’s Body on the 

importance of touch for the nervous system, the developing human, the adult human, 

and in the use of effective bodywork and touch-based therapies, run counter to a 

cultural mindset that the thinking mind is set deep in the brain and the skin and 

periphery of the body are far away and separate. To understand why touch is important 

to the mind and the nervous system, we must first understand how there is no 

separation between our edges and our center. 


	 The nervous system as a whole is a greatly evolved sophistication of the 

reflexive nerves in early organisms where stimulation automatically triggered response. 

Similar reflexive arcs still exist within the human being, but in the evolutionary interlude 

since single-celled organisms where stimulation and response happened at once, a 

great deal of sophistication has taken place. Multi-celled organisms gave rise to simple 

nerve cells that might mediate a response. Complex animals gained vast networks of 

nerve cells that mediate response. Now, in the human being, the nervous system is a 

whole network of axon nerve cells that travel from skin and all the endpoints within the 

body where sensation is perceived (muscle, organ, connective tissue, etc) to the reflex 

arcs in the spinal cord, the brain stem at the top of the spinal cord, the hypothalamus, 

and the “high brain.” In the cortical “high brain” - what we often culture ourselves to 
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thinking of exclusively as the mind and exclusively as intelligence - responses are 

sorted and directed and information is sent out to where it’s needed. Other levels of the 

nervous system can also create a response and send out information without the need 

for the information to go “higher.” There is also the autonomic nervous system and 

enteric (gut) nervous system where other forms of regulation and mediation take place 

between stimulus and response, and many other layers of complexity. All this functions 

as a great sophistication of the intermediation between stimulus and response 

experienced by the amoeba. We might call the variety of options between stimulus and 

response our various forms of intelligence. But as Deane Juhan writes in the quotes 

above, the entire network of the nervous system is continuous. Each nerve cell has a 

connection (synapse) with each subsequent nerve cell, and there is no place where 

stimulation, thought, and behavior are separate. The mind is not some central core that 

thinks and decides. It is part of a continuum of stimulation to perception to processing 

of information to response. The sensation we receive is as much a part of our minds as 

the responses we have, and the ways of responding that occur in our brains are as 

affected by what we’re responding to as by any central feature. This inseparability of 

the nervous system from skin to brain and from stimulation to thinking to response is 

one of the key principles in understanding how deeply touch affects us.


	 It used to be thought that for the most part thoughts occur deep in our “high 

brain” and that actions and emotions that take place in our body come out from there. 

But, Deane Juhan writes, there is a more recent view that “it is peripheral conditions 

which organize the actual development of neural circuits and guide the process of 

mapping,” and “it suggests that the use of touch and sensation to modify our 

experience of peripheral conditions exerts an active influence upon the organization of 

reflexes and body image deep within the central nervous system” (Job’s Body, 40). 


Rather than thinking that mind is an inside-out experience of ourselves, we might do 

better to understand that our mind and our self is also an outside-in experience. 
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Experience from our surroundings and stimulation at our edges help shape who we are 

and how we think. Psychologists recognize often that this is true of our personal, 

social, family, experience environments. We are shaped by what we experience. Since 

touch is our most immediate interface of our edges to our center, we would do well too 

to emphasize how much we can be shaped by the stimulation of touch that enters at 

our skin. 


	 Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen and Deane Juhan both talk about how in embryonic 

development of the early developing human, the skin and the nervous system come 

from the same layer of developing tissue. The endoderm develops into the gut tube 

and other organs of the body. The mesoderm develops into muscles, connective 

tissue, bones, etc. But the ectoderm layer of embryonic cells will develop into the 

neural tube cells, the neural crest cells, and the epidermis of the skin. From a Body-

Mind Centering®  perspective this means an affinity of connection remains between 

the skin and nerves into adult life. Bonnie says, “something I’m really interested in is 

that the nervous system and the skin both develop from the ectoderm of the embryo… 

So there is a commonality of base between touch and the nervous system. They are 

reflective of each other” (Sensing, 107). From a physiological perspective, it means that 

the epidermis sensing layer of the skin develops out of a continuous medium with the 

nervous system and never is separated out. Deane writes that in development, the 

“neural tube expands by means of trunks, axons, and endings, with the skin as its 

advancing boundary” (Job’s Body, 43). In the circuitry of the nervous system,


It now appears that the organization of this parallel circuitry is actually initiated at 
the periphery. Local qualities in the skin, the joints, and the deep tissues “tag” 
the nerve ends… these chemical “tags” direct axons growing inward toward the 
appropriate connections in the spinal cord and brain… it is the periphery which 
helps to organize the connections in the central nervous system, not an 
organized central nervous system which reached out to innervate the periphery 
(Job’s Body, 40).	 


This understanding of the nervous system, in its development in the young human and 

in its organization of the adult, can guide us to an understanding that stimulation at the 
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periphery is a part of what makes the mind. Just as our thinking mind can be generated 

from the inside out, it is at least as true to say that our mind is generated from the 

outside in. “Sensations,” writes Juhan, “to a large degree organize the mind. They do 

not simply give the mind material to organize; they are themselves a major organizing 

principle” (Job’s Body, xxvi). We might not think that our intelligence is made just by 

some separate, isolated part deep within ourselves. We are affected by what we take in 

at our edges, and our edges are not far away from our thinking center. The stimulation 

and the response and the intermediate process of intelligence between stimulus and 

response are part of an inseparable network of mind. Just as it can be shaped by 

negative influences or lack of nourishment, the long arc of the mind can too be reached 

by positive experience with touch that informs the system in a new way. The nervous 

system can learn new information received directly at the edges of its pathways to the 

skin from the outside in. This is a part of embodied education - and a role skilled touch, 

having more touch in our lives, or hands-on bodywork, can play. 


	 Touch something in front of you again or touch your hand to your thigh. Slow 

down. Can you feel how the touch permeates through your nervous system and 

reaches your brain?


	 The different kinds of intelligences which represent the different levels of the 

nervous system and their different evolutionary origins also are an important starting 

point for how touch, especially skilled touch, can reach deep parts of our mind, 

shaping our perceived experience. I wrote earlier in this chapter about how information 

travels through the nervous system from sensation through tissue to central nervous 

system to brain stem to “high brain” and in the first chapter about the evolutionary 

affinity of the enteric nervous system to the earthworm’s brain and the brain stem to 

the lizard’s brain. In Body-Mind Centering® , we speak of this as levels of the nervous 

system and say that the higher levels of the brain can only function as well as they are 
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supported by the lower levels of the nervous system. In our culture, we tend to 

prioritize the “high brain.” Certainly, the academic mindset prioritizes the thinking, 

creative mind. (And it may be the role of the dance department within academia to 

remind of the somatic, embodied mind’s importance). I do not at all discredit the 

importance of the cortical brain. It is in the unique creativity of the human brain that we 

are able to think of Einstein’s astrophysics, or learn to play the piano with perfect 

dexterity or examine philosophy. It is also within this “high brain” capacity that we are 

able to override the native capacities of the earlier evolutionary and lower level aspects 

of our nervous systems and create for ourselves a whole lot of dismay. Everything from 

trauma lodged in the system to Alzheimer’s and mental decay to physical dysfunction 

to just isolation, from ourselves and others, I would argue come from the “high brain” 

overacting. It is well known in somatic trauma fields, such as Peter Levine’s Somatic 

Experiencing®  work and book Waking the Tiger, that animals such as deer are able to 

literally shake traumatic events out of their nervous systems. As humans though, since 

our well developed “high brains” can take over control of processing experience, we 

don’t usually maintain the same mechanism to rid ourselves of trauma. Especially when 

our human levels of intelligence override our animal levels of intelligence, we can end 

up with traumatic experience lodged in our nervous systems. I will try in the rest of this 

chapter to explain why the “high brain” exerting control over the lower level aspects of 

the nervous system can create the other specific conditions.


	 Deane Juhan writes that we have paid a potential price in our structure and our 

nervous systems for our higher brains and that that price is part of what we address 

with somatic education and bodywork:


We are not to imagine that the older parts of the nervous system have continued 
to function in man exactly as they did before this prodigious mushrooming of the 
cortex, nor that the cortex simply adds new categories to consciousness 
without disturbing the functions which preceded it… In bodywork we continually 
feel the muscular results of the intrusion of newer mental faculties into older, 
more stable response patterns (Job’s Body, 175).
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He writes further of the increased complexity and relative size of our brains and the 

evolutionary shift of focus to the cortex (encephalization): 


Such a heady power and freedom is not without its attendant dangers. The 
conservatism of the older nervous system did not provide these novel 
possibilities but it did insure the fact that no pattern was genetically established 
that did not have some demonstrable survival value for the species. 
Encephalization has advanced to such a degree in man that he can over-ride 
many of these tried and true responses… Vicious circles and degenerating 
conditions typically are initiated and sustained by such conflicts, with the cortex 
ignoring the unconscious but inexorable demands of our physiological 
processes, and the body in turn producing symptom after symptom in an effort 
to arrest an irresponsible cortex (Job’s Body, 270).


The “high brain” of the cortex has the ability to override the native intelligences of 

earlier evolution that still live within us. When the “high brain” overrides the tried and 

true responses of the lower levels of the nervous system - the intelligence that allows 

us to operate in gravity and in health in balanced ways can suffer to the creativity of our 

high intellect. Our cortical decision making may take over parts of our living processes 

that are best left to our brain stem, our autonomic nervous system, or deeper, older 

intelligences of our body-mind. Since, especially, we are cultured to want our “high 

brains” to be the priority and where our minds find their center, we especially may give 

more functions to our creative cortical intelligence and undervalue the role our less 

inventive, but more reliable other levels of intelligence can provide.


	 Certainly, in my own experience I find this to be true. I have worked as a 

bodyworker and somatic educator with a handful of clients where helping them bring 

awareness and authority to the lower levels of their nervous system has been a major 

part of our progress. One example is a client I worked with who lives with multiple 

sclerosis. Multiple sclerosis is a demyelination disease in which the insulation of nerve 

cells is compromised. In experience, we found that when I went hands-on to her neck 

and contacted the brain stem to bring her awareness and presence there, the body 

started reorganizing itself - with twitches, with muscles repositioning themselves, and 

with a decrease in pain. One of the conclusions we drew as we talked about it after 
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was that my client operates usually from a place of cortical and personal control, and 

when we could drop the control out of the “high brain” and into a lower level of the 

nervous system, that intelligence could take over and restore a simpler balance and 

health that her high brain was too complex to maintain. We might call this the 

subconscious acting, or we might just call it a different kind of intelligence that we have 

often subordinated to our high brain. When the strength of our cortical brain gets too 

much authority over our whole body-mind and leaves behind the more stable, less 

inventive inheritance of our evolutionary ancestors that has had longer to evolve its well 

worn paths, a lot of dysfunction can result. 


	 I work personally in myself with specifically the brain stem way of organizing my 

health every time I dance. I dance ecstatic dance, five rhythms, and contact improv - 

all free form types of movement. Every time I dance, I drop my awareness and authority 

out of my high brain and into the lower brain level of my brain stem. This allows 

freeform dance for me to become virtually a healing session or bodywork session with 

myself. I still have many body challenges and imbalances from the illness I faced, and 

often I will arrive to dance with a few vertebrae out of line, a muscle pain in my 

shoulder or back, and a tired mind. I drop my consciousness out of my “high brain” 

and into my brain stem and enter the dance floor for several hours with my brain stem 

and a more instinctual, animal part of my intelligence relating to the rhythms and 

coordinating my muscular responses to the musical and environmental stimuli I’m 

receiving. This allows a simpler, but more reliably balanced coordination to emerge out 

of my intelligence and organize my system. My muscular responses happen from 

stimuli but pass through just my lower brain where my more simple and balanced 

evolutionary responses are stored. The “high brain” might create awkward responses. I 

might feel personally nervous if I was dancing with my awareness and authority 

centered in my “high brain.” Certainly I would enact the same muscular patterns that 

my cortical brain has become convinced are what normal is, but that may be twisting 
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my muscles, misaligning my vertebrae and causing me dysfunction and discomfort. 

Instead by dropping my center of movement control into a lower level of my brain, I 

allow the evolutionary intelligence that knows how to align and balance my body to 

take over, and by the end of dance, my vertebrae have usually aligned, my muscles 

have found ways of moving that constrict me less, and my mind has cleared. Try it 

yourself. Relax your jaw. Let your eyes go soft and let them rest into gravity. Bring your 

hands or attention to the deep part of the top of your neck and bottom of your skull. 

Let your jaw hang further, your head tilt back and forth subtly, your eyes slightly droop 

down, and if you’re comfortable, make a small breathing-out animal noise, like a sound 

that couldn’t possibly have words. Take a moment. Embrace your dumbness and let 

instead the awareness and authority of the animal mind rise in the place your brain 

stem lives. How do you feel? How does the relationship of your body and mind feel? 

Perhaps try dancing from this place.


	 Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen speaks of the importance of balance along the 

pathway information travels, and the need for support and continuity between our 

different levels of brain intelligence. Information, as discussed earlier in this chapter, 

travels along the nervous system from the place of sensation towards possibly 

eventually the high and frontal brain, but along the way the roles the nervous system is 

designed for change. Bonnie writes:


The lower the nerve cell in the brain, the more information it can receive; the 
higher the brain cell, the more specialized it is. For example, if a low brain cell 
bases its response upon ten pieces of information and a higher brain cell bases 
its responses on five pieces of information, it will take twice as many higher cells 
than lower cells to coordinate a response given the same information…

	 While the response of the lowest cell is automatic and predictable, the 
higher the processing of the information, the more varied, inefficient and 
conscious the response will be. If the lowest automatic functions of survival - 
awareness and movement - are controlled by the lowest nerve centers 
developed for that purpose, to a great extent in the hindbrain and midbrain, then 
the higher nerve centers in the forebrain are available for the emotional and 
creative processes (“Nervous System Manual”). 
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Once again, we experience that the different levels of the nervous system have valuable 

roles they are each meant to play within our sophisticated nervous system. The lower 

levels of the nervous system are valuable because at that level more information can be 

handled into a less specific, but more generalized and simple response. Since more 

information is being included, more balance is maintained too. “Many of the problems 

that I see in people,” says Bonnie, “are the result of repression of low brain cells and 

thus what the people are doing is not being processed efficiently” (Sensing, 54). “When 

we get information back to these older cells, it frees the higher cells for more specialized 

functions” (Sensing, 55). Even if all we ostensibly care about is the human-specific 

forms of intelligence that happen in the specialized corners of the high brain, it is 

important to realize that our “high brain” capability is directly effected by how much of 

the body’s inherent balance and functioning is taken over by the high brain. When this 

happens, when roles that could be played by lower levels of the brain are taken over by 

the high brain, two things happen: First, the body functioning and natural balancing that 

would be more efficiently organized at lower brain levels gets worse, causing health 

dysfunctions to occur (such as in the MS client I mentioned, or in many other 

possibilities). Second, the “high brain” capacity gets overtaxed by taking on 

responsibilities it doesn’t need to have and processing information it doesn’t need to 

process. This causes the capacity for creativity and “intellect” to suffer in the short term. 

Or, if the high brain is pushed at this “high rev” speed of handling both the information 

processing the high brain is designed for and handling the tasks our “lower level” 

nervous system is designed for, the capacity of the “high brain” can blow out over the 

long term. I would argue this is a part of things like Alzheimer’s disease and mental 

decay. If the brain is always handling roles from the whole nervous system, it will be 

constantly overtaxed and may eventually no longer be able to achieve the intellectual 

processing and creativity it itself is naturally designed for.

Deane Juhan writes:
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the definition of intelligence and meaningful purpose as exclusively human traits 
has serious negative consequences, quite apart from the unpleasant egotistical 
posturing that it fosters. It limits our focus to the only kind of intelligence that is 
exclusively human, and so cuts us off from any direct contact with the many other 
forms of intelligence that have evolved in all creatures since the beginning of 
biology (Touched, xv).

Within us lies the capacity to experience many kinds of intelligence, not just frontal 

cortex intelligence. What kinds of pleasures, healthy organization, and understanding of 

our complex selves are we denying when we prioritize the human-specific elements of 

purpose and intelligence and discredit the other native intelligences that live within us? 

To come back to the list on page 13, I experience that this is part of how we isolate 

ourselves from ourselves (which makes it also harder to reach others). When we want 

to identify ourselves as far from the animal kingdom and far from the older embodied 

intelligences that live as part of us, we can’t reach our nature as many different stops in 

the evolutionary chain living together in the same form. We cut ourselves off from a 

whole wealth of our own experience and ways we are who we are. 

What does any of this have to do with touch? I’ve written about the inseparability 

of the skin from the whole nervous system and now about the inseparability of the 

different aspects of the nervous system from each other. What better way to access the 

lower levels of the brain than through the direct input of touch? “Why not try,” Juhan 

writes, “the very thing that the nervous system uses to affect its own organization, a 

thing which is neither chemical nor structural - tactile stimulation?” (Job’s Body, xxv). 

Touch reaches from skin through the lower levels of the nervous system and impacts 

the high brain only last. So if as a culture we generally need more support in the lower 

levels of our mind, it makes sense to try to reach it from the bottom up, from the outside-

in of touch. The skin and touch can play their role to remind the mind how to organize 

towards natural balance through the out-in re-minding of the nervous system. This to 

me is part of why our culture can be mixed up - we are pro-brain and anti-touch, but 

they come from the same place and need each other.
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Chapter 3: Why is Touch Important for Our Health, for how We Learn, and for Our Place 
in Evolution?

Bodywork can so profoundly alter the shapes, internal relationships and 
process of the organism because it supplies what every self-regulating entity 
requires: New, more complete, and clearer information. Bodywork is information 
(Job’s Body, 111).

— Deane Juhan

	 Bodywork - manual therapy that uses skilled and trained touch to reach into the 

body-mind experience - is a field that can address many physical ailments. We get 

massages for pains and physical therapy for injuries, but the role of skilled touch may 

be most useful in how it aligns with how we learn. Skilled touch can help us learn from 

outside influence new ways that we might not have found on our own. Our brain holds 

on to hard to change patterns. Knowing touch can help introduce new patterns that it’s 

very hard for the brain to find on its own once there’s a convincing belief of the way 

things should be locked in the brain. “Bodywork is essentially education,” writes Juhan 

(Job’s Body, 341). We help educate the mind and organization of the system from the 

outside in of the nervous system and at levels other than cortical thought that 

nevertheless affect greatly the integrated well-being of the whole person. Deane Juhan 

writes of his profession, “A good deal of the work is simply reminding minds that they 

are supported by bodies, bodies that suffer continual contortions under the pressure of 

compelling ideas and emotions as much as from weight and physical stresses” (Job’s 

Body, 175). The skin and touch and the integrated path of the nervous system from the 

inside out and the outside in written about in Chapter 2 are key to doing this work of 

reminding. Juhan writes about the outside in pathway:


The afferent, inflowing pathways of the nervous system constitute one of the 
principal tools of bodywork. It is by their means that surface contact and pressure 
enter into deeper strata of the mind, where genetic potential and sensory 
experience are fused into behavior and character (Job’s Body, 150).

If bodywork is to be more significant than just so many pokes and rubs, if it 
is to effect lasting changes then it must not merely address the tissues. It must 
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use tactile sensations to reach the mind, the whole mind, from the surface of the 
skin to the spinal reflexes, to the subconscious responses of the lower brain, to 
the fields of awareness in the cortex. When this happens, touch is genuinely, 
profoundly therapeutic (Job’s Body, 182).

Culturally, we focus on education reaching the mind through language and instruction. 

But we start our lives learning nonverbally before we learn verbally, and we never 

outgrow it. Information reaching through our senses is always a vital part of how we 

learn. We even learn how to learn by a mixture of the sensation we receive and how we 

perceive it. Skilled touch can access these non-verbal pathways that go to deeper and 

earlier patterns of learning than verbal teaching or psychotherapy may be able to reach.

Of course, it is beyond just the levels of the nervous system that bodywork can 

effectively influence the body-mind. Among many other things, bodywork can tap into 

the neuromuscular interconnection between the nervous system and the active use and 

patterns of the system’s musculature. Bodywork can be in part a method of “educating, 

or re-educating, motor responses, a method which capitalizes upon the central role 

played by tactile stimulation in the selection and reinforcement of patterns of muscular 

activity” (Juhan Job’s Body, 190). Muscular repatterning comes not just from pushing on 

the muscles, but by changing the ideas the brain holds onto of how it plans on 

organizing its muscular structure and use. When I choose to dance “from my lower 

brain,” I get out of the way of the ideas my “high” brain is holding on to about the 

organization of my muscular structure and body use. I temporarily escape my brain’s 

fixed ideas, and I feel better. There are also possibilities in touch and bodywork to 

influence the actual ideas and plans of muscular organization. Because of how rigid the 

ideas of use can be in the body, and because of how the brain organizes muscle 

control, “in bodywork, it is often problematical aberrations of motor response that we 

want to change, but sensory affects are our only means of doing so” (Juhan Job’s Body, 

161). Here again we find that skilled touch is a meaningful way, a vital way even, of 

educating a person at a level where real change and real empowerment for learning can 
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take place. We might define learning itself as an expansion or change in the ways we 

are able to process an identical stimulus through us beyond stuck patterns and into new 

responses. And if we want new responses (new motor responses or body use - or new 

responses of the mind), it can be more effective to change the stimulus we receive and 

work on how we receive that stimulus. Bodywork can work from the sensation end, and 

bodywork can work with expanding the range of responses to the same experience.

Skilled touch has the capacity to heal dysfunction, to rebalance out of balance 

processes in the body-mind and to treat conditions that might be considered illness and 

injury. Bodywork can improve health, but at its deepest level, it is meaningful for the 

embodied experience of the inseparability of our body and mind that helps give us a 

new definition of what health is and of what possibilities we contain. Juhan writes, “The 

ultimate potential of bodywork does not have to do with fixing aches and pains, nor even 

with their prevention; it has to do with the widening and deepening of the self we are 

able to possess and the world we are able to perceive” (Job’s Body, 390). If 

disconnection of our “high brain” from the experience of our selves and our whole is part 

of what isolates us from ourselves, the influence of skilled touch can help us learn our 

way back to ourselves. It can help us find a wider range of perception within ourselves, 

more kinds of intelligence within ourselves, and more variety in ways we can learn to 

make different responses to the same stimuli - more ways of being, perceiving, and 

acting. In this, since not just trained bodywork touch but any well-received touch helps 

ground experience of the nervous system and the mind into the body, bodywork at its 

most meaningful is not so removed from the importance of any good touch. Any good 

touch is capable of a lot of the same possibilities and learning that skilled bodywork 

touch has to reach the mind and influence human experience. A hug with a friend, a 

cuddle with a lover, or a parent holding your back should not be discounted for its 

importance. Indeed, Deane writes in Job’s Body “that there is nothing “mere” about 

tactile comforting, and that there is no gulf between “medicine” and simple contact” (56). 

Copyright © 2017 Aaron Bendix-Balgley �21



And at a basic level, he writes, it is just “the touching of the body’s surfaces against 

external objects and the rubbing of its own parts together which produce the vast 

majority of sensory information used by the mind to assemble an accurate image of the 

body and to regulate its activities” (Job’s Body, xxv).

Deane Juhan has an interesting perspective on the possibilities of bodywork and 

somatic education compared to typical Western medicine in treating illness. Western 

medicine studies and isolates variables and is best able to deal with illness elements 

that can be isolated to a single source. This includes outside invaders or toxins, forceful 

but onetime events like a gunshot wound, or identifiable parts of our genetic code that 

can be isolated and treated. This category interestingly means that Western medicine 

has been very good for “diseases that humans have in common with all other mammals; 

the diseases that is, which are associated with germs, toxins, genetics, and 

trauma” (Deane Juhan Touched, 8). These parts of what illness can be are well 

addressed. What can be missing in the blind spot of Western Medicine is the unique 

aspects of being human - which are systemic through our body-mind, unique to the 

evolution that made us walk upright in gravity and gave us powerful cortical brains, and 

which can cause chronic illness. These happen to be right in the sweet spot of somatic 

and touch-based education that address the long arcs of the mind. Deane writes:

Against the diseases that are specifically human - those that are developmental, 
degenerative, chronic, psychosomatic, functional - the record is not so 
impressive; indeed is downright dismal. The killers that dominate our mortality 
statistics these days have nothing to do with germs or traumas. They are heart 
and cardiovascular conditions, immune system weaknesses and malfunctions, 
metabolic imbalances, connective tissue pathologies, cancers…

These are not problems that can be solved once and for all by any sort of 
intervention or procedure. They are ongoing developments whose elements and 
relationships change as we continually create changing circumstances in our 
growing (Touched, 8).

The dysfunctions of our health that have to do with how the whole system organizes, 

the way the brain holds onto patterns, the balance in our nervous system and body 

processes, the relationship of control between the body and mind, and the particular 
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challenges of being a human being are relatively miserably addressed by a system that 

wants to isolate variables. Simply the idea that everything can be controlled rather than 

that the balance of control and non-control is how we stay in health - as I saw for 

instance with the MS client I saw - creates blind spots. The cultural judgment that we 

should attack (after isolating) as our main medical approach leaves a lot of blind spots 

too. In these blind spots, the holistic challenges that can’t be tied to an event of one 

moment or one gene or one invader would be more readily addressed by a frame of 

reference that educates the whole body-mind experience as an ongoing development. 

More on this later in this chapter, but somatic education is very important for human 

beings because of how we are set up evolutionarily in our uniqueness to need to learn 

to handle our complex intelligences. Bodywork and skilled touch give a chance to 

address that need for organizing to stay in balance as we develop. When we think “real 

illness” is in the genes, germs, and toxins (not also in the organization and balance of 

the body and the body-mind), we miss a lot. And we cultivate a sense of division 

between body and mind, between our health and our experience. When we instead 

invite the inseparability of the mind, and of the way we are from what we experience, we 

can find that touch reaches deep into the body and deep to the mind and can help us 

learn our way out of stuck imbalances.

I won’t go much further into the efficacy and purpose of bodywork. To go deeper, 

I recommend the full book I have quoted from heavily here, Deane Juhan’s Job’s Body: 

A Handbook for Bodywork. But there’s one more element of touch to mention that 

speaks to how it is that the bodyworker can accomplish their skilled touch. Touch is 

incredibly complex in and of itself. Touch works not as a single stream of information but 

as a broad sensory modality that combines elements of pressure, temperature, pain, 

vibration, position, and responsivity through a number of receptors at the skin levels. 

The three skin layers - the epidermis, dermis, and hypodermis - also have variety and 

according to Body-Mind Centering®  have a bit of a different body-mind state to each of 
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them. And the reception of touch travels from the skin through the nervous system 

through four major streams of information each dedicated to one type of sensor - 

Merkel’s discs, Meissner’s corpuscles, Ruffini endings, and Pacinian corpuscles - that 

each receive a different aspect of touch. It is beyond the scope of this paper to go into 

depth on this physiology - to go deeper I recommend Deane Juhan’s chapter on “Skin” 

in Job’s Body or David Linden’s book Touch: The Science of Hand, Heart, and Mind - 

but the Pacinian corpuscle is particularly interesting to the skilled touch of bodywork. 

These four sensory cells are mechanoreceptors, so called because they convert 

mechanical energy at the skin into information that can travel up the nervous system. 

Pacinian corpuscles are the largest (and rarest) of the four dedicated 

mechanoreceptors, and their role is to respond to sudden disturbances of pressure or 

vibration. Because they are tuned to vibration and sudden changes in pressure, 

Pacinian corpuscles have the particular role of enabling us to feel the vibration and 

sudden changes that pass through an external object connected to our body. They allow 

us to “perceive tactile events at the working end of a tool almost as if our fingers were 

present there” (Linden, 46). David Linden uses the analogy of digging into a pile of 

gravel or a pile of loose topsoil with a shovel. Though our hands are far away from the 

point of contact, we can easily feel the different properties of the soil through the shovel 

and our hands. This is sensed through the capability of the Pacinian corpuscle sensors 

and communicated to what our expectation of different sensations mean about the soil. 

We can also cultivate with practice the ability to interpret (and act on) this kind of long-

range touch information. “In this way,” writes Linden, “the violinist’s bow, the surgeon’s 

scalpel, the mechanic’s wrench, or the sculptor’s chisel effectively become sensory 

extensions of the body” (46). This ability to sense long-range information through the 

subtle differences that pass through an external substance and reach our skin and 

hands is absolutely crucial to skilled bodywork. Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen speaks about 

this ability in her book Sensing, Feeling, & Action when she says, “there’s a way of 
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laying your hands on where you feel just the surface and then you go a little deeper and 

a little deeper… like radar, for feedback” (Sensing, 61). For people unfamiliar or 

scientifically skeptical to how a bodyworker can put their hands on someone and feel 

what’s going on inside another person’s body or even body-mind and do effective 

bodywork, this is a valuable thing to consider. Our Pacinian corpuscles and their 

dedicated line of sensory information are well trained to the task.

Pacinian corpuscles are common to all mammals, but they would also have 

played a vital role in the evolution of human beings towards more sophisticated 

intelligence. When humans were evolving out of apes, the use of Stone Age tools 

enabled us to take steps - hunting together, breaking into carcass bones to access 

nutrient-rich bone marrow, and forming bigger social communities - that were crucial to 

the ways humans evolved and to the development of our larger brains and cortical 

intelligence. Now, we are able to put our Pacinian corpuscle sensing to use with a 

scalpel, a violin, or through the hands of a bodyworker sensing into a client’s body. But 

first, the use of tools and the Pacinian corpuscle sensing (and manual dexterity) needed 

to use them made possible our movements toward humanity in evolution. Touch and the 

capacity to sense, interpret, and respond to touch again has played an important role in 

our history, our humanity, our nervous systems, and the evolution we inherit.

There is one more connection of human evolution, our brains, and the educating 

capacity of touch I wish to discuss before bringing this chapter to a close, and for all I’ve 

written about how humans are not separate from the evolution that lives within us, this is 

about how we are different. When we evolved out from apes, our cortical brains 

mushroomed in size and capacity. The creative complexity of our “high brain” decision 

making flourished. Now in our evolution, Juhan writes, “Almost no other animal even 

comes close to man with regard to the large size of our newer cortex relative to our 

older brain stem” (Job’s Body, 226). I have already written about the great benefits of 

the gain in this kind of intelligence and also the great pitfalls of our cortex overpowering 
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the function of our older brain stem. Indeed, Juhan’s quote continues, “This is why we 

are free to adopt or reject such a wide variety of attitudes and behavior patterns. This is 

also why man, more than the others, is a species that has the potential to be so deeply 

divided against itself, to be neurotic, psychotic, suicidal” (226). But there is another 

consequence of the unique strength of our cortical brains. Because the reflexive part of 

our brain, following the tried and true pathways evolution set in our genes, is 

comparatively small and the part of our brain that responds with more freedom and 

creativity is comparatively strong, human beings require a very long educational period 

compared to most of the animal kingdom. We arrive relatively moldable and unformed, 

able to override some reflexive responses and in many ways needing to learn.

Deane Juhan writes about this difference using the example of a baby horse and 

a baby human. A colt arrives ready to stand, walk, trot, and gallop within a few hours. 

Aside from some improvements with age in the strength and fluidity of these 

movements, the baby colt has something like the same competence it will have as an 

adult within its first day of life. The survival advantages of this are obvious.

For the human infant, on the other hand, the level of competency at birth is a 
rather sorry affair. It is born with far fewer patterns of reflex movement 
established in its basal ganglia, and its initial efforts are utterly ineffectual for 
sitting and standing, let alone walking or running. The human requires years of 
rolling, rocking, crawling, pulling up, and toddling before it can begin to 
approximate the control displayed by the colt in its first day of life (Juhan Job’s 
Body, 228).

We are born rather undeveloped in our ways of responding to the world, and it is our 

inheritance as humans to develop to a high level of complexity. This means we need a 

great deal of somatic, movement, and mental development. The need for this education 

is built into our species. Humans have great capacity and potential but great need to 

develop and calibrate that capacity and educate and balance our systems to get things 

together. This is why Bonnie and Deane and many other leaders in somatics and 

psychology place so much emphasis on the importance of early childhood development 
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in shaping who we are. We are very moldable in that time. And how we are molded in 

that time will say a lot of how we will live our whole lives. 

Our nervous systems are developing rapidly in our early childhood and the tactile 

information our nervous systems receive from the outside in is a major factor in our 

development. Ashley Montagu confirms, “the early development of the nervous system 

of the infant is to a major extent dependent upon the kind of cutaneous stimulation it 

receives” (241). On an experienced level for the child, Bonnie says, “touch plays a 

major role in the opening of the child to itself” (Sensing, 118). Infant primates are 

virtually in continuous contact with their mothers, through clinging, suckling, and 

climbing. “As an order, primates are contact animals” (Montagu 45). In part because our 

nervous systems are so complex as primates and humans, we need the extra help of 

the calibrating information touch brings in and the self-perception touch enables. 

Indeed, in monkey studies, “Shocking though it sounds, a relatively small amount of 

touch deprivation alone caused brain damage” (Ackerman, 77). Sadly though, in our 

culture,

The sort of contact that has been shown to stabilize the young monkey is often 
not even offered to the young human, a lamentable situation that is even further 
darkened by the fact that no animal is as dependent as the human being upon 
early experiences for the formation of personality traits (Juhan Job’s Body, 52).

The unique complexity of our primate brains greatly benefits by the calibration touch can 

provide for our nervous systems through the information of tactile stimulation. The even 

more unique favoring of our cortical intelligence in humans would benefit even more in 

its need for learning and organization by the influence of tactile calibration. “Because we 

are born unfinished and will be unfinished until we die; because our brain morphology 

generates a capacity to learn rather than defines stereotyped responses,” (Juhan 

Touched, 65) the need to support, balance, nourish, and calibrate remains unfinished 

and is always developing, always learning for us.
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The need for education we as humans have because of our many capacities and 

uniquely unfixed (creative) ways remains true through our lives. Early development is a 

time of rapid growth in our nervous system, but the particular needs of a human being in 

handling the complexity we inherit mean we need to keep calibrating and learning as 

long as we’re human. We’re never done. The specific strategy of the human being in our 

evolution was to become clever. We outsmarted our way forward in evolution by being 

more creative and making more choices that weren’t just what had worked until then. 

But attendant in that cleverness is a lot of need to organize and integrate since we don’t 

rely as much on reflexes. Writes Deane Juhan, “It is not, to be sure, that bodywork 

directly alters genes. It is rather that the genetic developments that we represent now 

absolutely require somatic education in order to be successfully organized” (Touched, 

50). 

Touch for its direct outside-in access from the skin into our continuous nervous 

system can be one of the readiest and most important ways to learn our sophisticated 

systems. Juhan writes,

I learn about my body in exactly the same way that I learn about any other object, 
by feeling it. Without this active and continual tactile exploration, the organism 
literally loses its sense of where it is in all its pieces and parts, and rather quickly 
begins to fail to regulate appropriately its many complex interwoven systems 
(Job’s Body, xxvii).

We arrive moldable, we remain unfinished, and we are always developing in relation to 

our complexity.

This is exactly where somatic education can, does, must enter the picture. We 
have been issued a manual for the operation of our unit: The vast storage of 
information and possibilities that is our body itself. All that is necessary is to learn 
to read it, and all that is necessary for that is to actively engage in the language 
of movement and sensory awareness, the language of touch (Juhan Touched, 
56).

Through touch we can learn ourselves. If we want to engage our evolutionary heritage, 

if we want to integrate and support our nervous systems and learn better at both a 
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“conscious” and “subconscious” level, if we want to value and support the complexity 

that makes us unique or the intelligences we share with our evolutionary kin, if we want 

to find the closeness to ourselves when we unify our experience of our mind and our 

body, or just want to develop well and stay in healthy balance and reach ourselves and 

reach each other, we would do well to love touch more. We might learn to experience 

our skin and our edges not as a neutral envelope far away from our center but as a vital 

way into our being and into who we are, as humans and as ourselves, in body and 

mind.
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Chapter 4: Why do Scientists Say Touch is Important? Why has Culture said Touch is 
Not Important?

Surveying the research studies on animal and human responses to 
touching, one is impressed by how frequent are the marked advantages in 
health, alertness, and responsiveness of those who have been “handled” as 
compared with those who have received minimal or no handling (198).

— Ashley Montagu

It is not the purpose of this paper to document the research and scientific studies 

on the importance of touch in great detail. Nevertheless it is helpful to share at least 

some of the research that has been done into various aspects of touch in humans and 

mammals. 

There are several studies that appear in nearly every book from my bibliography. 

One famous study comes from psychologist Harry Harlow in the early 1950s (Juhan 

Job’s Body, 50-51 and Montagu, 37-42). Harlow raised baby Rhesus monkeys in 

isolation in a cage with two surrogate “mothers,” one made of metal wire and the other 

wrapped in soft terrycloth. Harlow found that regardless of which “mother” had the milk 

that fed them, all of the monkeys showed a substantial preference for spending their 

time clinging to the terrycloth “mother.” When put under stress, the baby monkeys’ 

preference for the soft cloth mother was even stronger. They would stay with her 

comfort even when dehydrated or hungry and needing the milk the wire “mother” had. 

And monkeys raised only with the wire “mother” showed no affection for her, didn’t 

receive comfort from her, and would often run to a wall or corner of the room, hold 

themselves, and rock back and forth when put under stress. Harlow concluded saying, 

“We were not surprised to discover that contact comfort was an important basic 

affectional or love variable, but we did not expect it to overshadow so completely the 

variable of nursing” (qtd. in Juhan Job’s Body, 51). 

Another famous case came out of Romanian orphanages in the 1980s and 

1990s. Romania’s long-time dictator had imposed a series of policies and taxes 
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designed to increase the number of children born in Romania and the size of Romania’s 

population. By the 1980s, one of the results was a number of overfilled and severely 

understaffed Romanian orphanages with orphanage nurses barely able to tend to the 

children for more than a few minutes a day. When researchers - some who had worked 

with Harry Harlow - were able to come in after the fall of the government in 1989, they 

found children whose “muteness, blank facial expressions, social withdrawal, and 

bizarre stereotypic movements” (Konnikova “Power”) reminded them of the monkeys 

with the wire “mothers.” A local child development specialist was able to develop an 

enrichment program for some of the early infants that gave them much more touch and 

a higher caregiver to infant ratio. When he did this, the health and behavior of the 

children greatly improved and their cortisol stress levels normalized. But, “when the 

enriched kids returned to the typical conditions that involved little touching, the physical 

and behavioral advantage they had obtained faded” (Konnikova “Power”). Writes David 

Linden,

Deprive a newborn of social touch, as occurred in grossly understaffed 
Romanian orphanages in the 1980s and 1990s, and a disaster unfolds: Growth 
is slowed, compulsive rocking and other self-soothing behaviors emerge, and, if 
not rectified, emergent disorders of mood, cognition, and self-control can persist 
through adulthood (4).

Much of the modern research on touch has come out of the Touch Research 

Institute at the University of Miami, directed by Tiffany Field. Field’s research has often 

been to show that touch doesn’t need to include social or family bonds to be effective. 

One study found that unrelated elderly volunteers benefitted themselves with improved 

mood, lower anxiety, increase in social contacts, and better health after volunteering 

regularly to give infant massages at a clinic (Field, 127-128). Another study showed that 

when premature babies were massaged head to foot with sufficient pressure, they 

gained 47 percent more weight than those not massaged (Field, viii). Studies found that 

touch deprivation in children increases physical violence, decreases sleep normality, 

suppresses immune system function, and delays growth (Field, 62-71).
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Other studies have shown that when a librarian touched patrons on the hand as 

they checked their books out, they rated their experience at the library better than 

patrons whose hands had not been touched (Ackerman, 122) and that a waitress 

received better tips and higher marks for service when she touched the shoulder of 

customers at her restaurant (Ackerman, 123). One study analyzed video from early 

season NBA basketball games and found that, eliminating for other variables, teams 

whose players touched more early in the season by high fives, slapping, chest bumps 

and hands on backs had more wins and performance increases from their players later 

in the season (Linden, 15 and Chillot “Power”). Another study, done by Dacher Keltner 

and Matthew Hertenstein, asked pairs of participants to sit at a table with a curtain 

between them and try to convey eight emotions - anger, fear, disgust, love, gratitude, 

sympathy, happiness, and sadness - by touch alone to their partner’s arm. They found 

accuracy rates as high as 78 percent, far above chance levels of distinction (Linden, 30 

and Chillot “Power”). Another interesting study found that when a group of students who 

didn’t know each other were brought into a pitch-black room, more than 90 percent 

touched each other on purpose, while almost none of the subjects in a similar lighted 

room did. Almost 50 percent of the participants in the dark room hugged each other 

(Montagu, 267). The researchers “concluded that people share strong yearnings to be 

close to each other, but that our social norms make it too costly to express these 

feelings and tend rather to keep us at a distance” (qtd. in Montagu, 268).  

An experiment with young laboratory animals divided into three groups - one that 

was stimulated as little as possible, one that was regularly fondled during infancy and 

development, and one that was regularly shocked with a painful electric jolt - found that 

the group that had as little stimulus as possible developed worse than both the fondled 

group and, quite interestingly, the group that received electric shocks (Juhan Job’s 

Body, 314). The unstimulated group failed to grow adequately in a whole range of 

physical and psychological comparisons due to what Deane Juhan calls “sensory 
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malnutrition” (Job’s Body, 45) and “deprivation dwarfism” that comes from the affect lack 

of stimulation has on the pituitary gland in particular (Juhan Job’s Body, 85). Indeed, 

this group specifically did not develop an adequate “fight or flight” response and had low 

activity in the whole pituitary-adrenal axis that appeared to cause a flurry of problems 

throughout their systems. 

Several researchers in different projects who tried to do studies with control rat 

pups and other baby mammals kept isolated and “clean” found to their surprise that the 

sterile control groups would routinely die. They found what zoo keepers, animal 

breeders, and farmers have long known: “that no infant mammal can survive without 

enough tactile input” (Juhan Touched, ix). In particular, the new animal must be licked if 

it is to live. If for some reason it remains unlicked, particularly in the perineal region, “it 

does not learn to urinate or defecate, and it perishes” (Juhan Job’s Body, 46). 

Laboratory studies with isolated infant mammals found that they all died of similar 

causes: “Eruptions of bladders or bowels. If the mother’s tongue, or some caretaker’s 

swab, did not stroke the new infant’s skin, the infants were powerless to void these 

organs” (Juhan Touched, x). To me, this is very interesting about what touch means and 

what its roles are. It suggests an inability to let go and release without receiving 

affirming touch. In Body-Mind Centering® , we experience that our bowels and bladder 

are important parts in us finding how to release and let go emotionally as well as 

physically. To me the fact that untouched infant mammals die for lack of defecating and 

urinating shows that without receiving loving touch to calibrate safety, letting go and not 

needing to be in control fails in the body. Similarly, without sufficient tactile stimulation, 

the autonomic nervous system is not able to organize these functions. This suggests 

there’s an inability for processes of the body to happen at the level below conscious 

control without receiving affirming touch. My own experience reflects the same. Caring 

touch helps me be able to let go of emotions and relax with my body and helps me feel 

like I don’t have to be in total control, it’s ok to be here, and I can let go more to my 
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autonomic functions. I wonder if it’s true that if we’re not touched we perceive that we’re 

going to be all alone and that’s too much for our system to handle and stay in balance 

with living processes and being alive. Diane Ackerman writes, “Touch reassures an 

infant that it’s safe; it seems to give the body a go-ahead to develop normally” (76). 

More specifically, Ackerman says it’s been shown that “if the mother’s touch is removed 

(for as little as forty-five minutes in rats), the infant lowers its need for food to keep itself 

alive until the mother returns” (75). Growth is too expensive a use of energy and letting 

go is not safe enough if we can’t be sure that we’ll be supported as we grow. Touch tells 

us it’s ok to be here, and we can grow. The crucial role touch may have in our survival in 

this case and in our nourishment may be in telling our systems that it’s safe, we don’t 

have to do it all ourselves, we’re not alone, and we can let go.

So. If all these studies say touch is important for us, vital for our growth, our 

emotional life and our community communication, and sometimes as important a source 

of nourishment for us as food itself, why have we turned away from it? Why have we not 

given it the role it seems to deserve in our lives? One answer is in the litigious and 

cultural fear that touch will be misused and violate safety, particularly around sex. This is 

not an invalid concern. Certainly there are examples of touch being harmful, violative, 

and destructive to children and adults alike. But we might ask ourselves, is avoidance of 

touch for these fears causing some of the wounds it’s professing to avoid? I would 

argue that yes, that an absence of good touch makes touch harder to discern, less 

satisfying, and altogether more confusing through a person’s life at least as much as 

experiences of bad touch do. When good touch is experienced, it gives us a chance to 

know also when touch is not good. When all touch is avoided out of litigious fear, we 

suffer both in our lack of touch and in our inability to know when touch is safe and 

nourishing or to know safe ways to fill our need - a need that won’t go away - to be 

touched.
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We are all familiar with guidelines in schools, universities, and day care that 

teachers not touch their students and that peers be discouraged from hugging each 

other. There are real reasons for this. Abuse of touch boundaries, especially abuse of 

touch when it approaches the sexual can be traumatic, overwhelming, and damaging to 

a person’s safety. But what if more of the good - nourishing, pleasurable, good sex and 

good touch - would actually help us prevent the bad outcomes we fear - and help us 

have better growth and better lives in the meanwhile? “What,” asks Deane Juhan, 

“would a society look like, feel like, where a general suppression of nurturing contact 

was not the price to be paid for avoiding abuse?” (Touched, viii). And, does our fear 

even prevent what we’re fearing? The no-touch policies we’ve instituted in our aim to 

protect kids from sexual predators, writes David Linden, “while well-meaning, have the 

inadvertent effect of adding to the touch deprivation of our children” (4). Tiffany Field 

writes, “meanwhile, although “no touch” mandates are intended to decrease child abuse 

and sex abuse, negative forms of touch have increased… “No touch” mandates do not 

seem to make those negative behaviors go away” (5). We might take this to mean that 

there’s more and more bad touch going on and we should protect more and more 

against it. But I would argue that the lack of touch our children receive has long 

reaching effects and can become much of the abuse around touch we later protect 

against. I believe a touch-fulfilled child is less likely to become a touch-abusing adult. I 

believe that just as more good touch helps us discern bad touch we receive, more good 

touch helps us be more positive and less destructive in the ways we pursue our touch. 

The hunger for touch, whether recognized or not, is a part of any abuse of touch and 

maybe we can recognize that hunger, try to meet it, and not just protect against its 

consequences. As is often true in life, protecting with fear of what bad might happen 

might be creating the conditions that keep that bad thing happening while bringing more 

of the good thing in might change the conditions. To address Deane’s question above, I 

think a society with more nurturing contact would be a society as well with less abuse. 

Copyright © 2017 Aaron Bendix-Balgley �35



Writes Deane also regarding the misuse of touch, “the surest way to be able to tell the 

difference between touch that violates and touch that nourishes is to receive a great 

deal of the latter at all stages of life” (Touched, 44). “What,” also asks Deane Juhan, “is 

the effect upon children of the message that adult affection is inherently dangerous? Are 

affection and perversion so closely allied in people’s minds?” (Touched, 38). Do we think 

there’s no risk, or the loss is worth it, to teaching our children to be afraid of touch and 

afraid of affection for fear that bad intent, bad touch, and bad sexuality might be lurking 

underneath it?

Of course, a lot of the confusion around nourishing touch has to do with our 

culture’s relationship with sex. Writes Ashley Montagu, “Two of the great negative 

achievements of Christianity have been to make a sin of tactual pleasures, and by its 

repression to make of sex an obsession” (312). By repressing our desires and need for 

nonsexual tactile pleasures, we equate touch often only with sexuality. By suppressing 

our sexual desires, we obsess over the sexuality in everything. This creates a situation 

where whenever there’s touch we attach our sexual desires and fears to it and where 

since nonsexual touch isn’t available for fear that it will be sexual we turn to sex to fill 

the need of nonsexual tactile nourishment as adults. This can make sexuality itself also 

less nourishing and pleasurable because it is trying to satisfy both sexual desires and 

our non-sexual touch needs at the same time, which is too much demand on it. Sex 

becomes more need oriented and more pressured for what we need it to accomplish, 

and this can create problems in intimate relationships. The vital nourishment of non-

sexual touch for our nervous systems, emotions, and growth and well-being as humans 

becomes more confused and more problematic and more taboo. Ashley Montagu writes 

about a study in which eight of twenty participants reported being aware that sex for 

them was “a price to be paid for being cuddled and held” (208). If loving touch were 

more available and encouraged, maybe sex wouldn’t be needed as a gateway in these 

occasions to non-sexual, being held, loving touch. 
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Here also is the argument against restricting touch out of fear that it might be 

abusive/sexual. Restriction of healthy touch creates unhealthy needs around sexuality 

to fill the vacuum of tactile need left behind. Indeed, it’s notable that right when 

teenagers are reaching a sexual age - probably because they’re reaching a sexual age - 

parents, teachers, and our society take touch the most away from them. This leaves 

sexual contact often as the only way to access touch right when people’s development 

is hormonally resettling and there’s a lot of vulnerability to sexual confusion. Teenage 

girls and boys become the gatekeepers to not just the new experience of each other’s 

sexuality but also the basic need for touch that still remains - a role that is too much 

pressure to ask of each other and a mixed role that is probably a source of a great deal 

of sexual confusion that will keep being confusing into adult life.

Sex is of course a richly tactile experience, but we should ask are we benefitting 

ourselves by equating all touch with sex or by educating an avoidance to either our 

need for touch or our sexual desires. Deane Juhan writes:

The failure to differentiate between specifically sexual development - along with 
the erotic qualities of the skin - and the more generalized neurological 
maturation induced by physical contact has served to keep the whole subject of 
touching under a threatening shadow in our culture… Such confusion confounds 
to a damaging degree the pleasures and implication of genital activity with 
pleasures and implications which are equally sensory but utterly different in their 
physiological and psychological significance to the individual.

The lack of important distinctions in these matters has by and large 
reduced touching to foreplay for coitus, rather than recognizing it as preparation 
for living… The adult’s sexuality may or may not be painfully crippled by these 
blurred lines; the sense of well-being that should come from all the rest of his 
contacts is almost certain to be (Job’s Body, 52).

I’m not naive. I know these problems are complex, systemic, and deeply old. I don’t 

think they can be immediately solved or solved completely in a cultural system, but I do 

think we should at least be asking the questions and know that just as sexual desire 

can’t be wished away by authorities with abstinence only education, so too tactile need 
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can’t be wished away by authorities out of litigious fear. And not meeting tactile needs, 

and avoidance of that there are needs, has consequences.

One more consequence of touch deprivation that bears attention is the potential 

connection of lack of touch to the acting out of physical violence. It’s beyond the range 

of this paper to do major comparisons between cultures on tactility and social impact 

(anthropologist Ashley Montagu’s Touching has an excellent section on this topic that 

includes how differences in the tactile upbringing of Japanese and American cultures 

relate to differences in adult perspectives and culture in Japan and America and 

includes a look at differences between tribal cultures). To take a broad stroke from 

Montagu’s research though, “In general it was found that in those cultures in which 

tactile experience was high, adult aggression was low, while in those cultures in which 

such experience was low, adult aggression was high” (326). Montagu found for instance 

that in tribes from neighboring valleys in Papua New Guinea, there is a tribe with lots of 

affectionate and child rearing touch and low adult aggression and a tribe with minimal 

affectionate touch and high physical and violent aggressiveness (321-324).

Deane Juhan asks, “Is it unreasonable to speculate that the kind of damage 

caused by insufficient friendly physical contact may well underlie much of the violence in 

our culture that so far has eluded explanation or remedy?” (Touched, xii). I think, at least 

at the developmental level, it may be so. Annie Brook, one of my teachers in Body-Mind 

Centering®  and a developmental specialist, teaches that aggressive children often are 

being aggressive because they need connection with another person, their mother, or a 

caregiver. Because they are not experiencing connection (with supportive emotional or 

physical contact), they have to reach out more and more forcefully to make “contact” 

and feel who’s there and feel themselves. The same in many ways carries into adult life  

- that anger can be an effort to reach and make contact with the other. Once aggression 

is present, it may not be as simple as offering more loving warmth to the aggressive 

person. What may be needed then is setting a firm, but not forceful, boundary at your 
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edge to meet their contact and so the aggressive “push” they are using can be met. 

Maybe then the aggression can be softened from that place of contact if that’s the goal. 

Before the aggression arises though, more experience of contact might have prevented 

the need for aggression. More absence of contact might have contributed to it. It’s not 

quite as simple as just touch. The need may be connection. But nourishing touch is a 

clear path to that in developmental support. It makes sense to me that a society that 

grows up with less nourishing touch would tend towards more aggression. The sharper 

need to make genuine felt connection would exert itself, even if from deprivation of soft 

connection, the only way to reach that need is to have to become aggressive to find it. 

That this might make the initial difference between aggressive, violent actions and more 

peaceful cooperation makes a lot of sense to me - as does the possibility that 

underlying both violent and peaceable results is the desire for intimate contact. 

Perhaps, even, seeing the underlying desire for contact, we might see that restricting 

intimate contact perpetuates the conditions. We might perceive that once again, 

protecting ourself against the negative out of fear that touch can lead to misuse or 

violence can contribute to more of the misuse and violence we’re trying to protect 

against. Cultivating the positive - bringing more nourishment, pleasure, and support for 

our deep desire for contact and our development need for touch - might change the 

conditions and allow a different culture.

The second answer to ‘why have we devalued touch if it’s demonstrably 

important to human growth and living’ has to do with the social, philosophical, and 

experienced history of the cultural West. A full exploration of why this is would be at 

least a book long (Constance Classen’s The Deepest Sense: A Cultural History of Touch 

is one good book to start with), but I’ll share a quick summary to conclude this chapter.

The beginning of the dispute on the importance of touch in the cultural West goes 

to Plato and Aristotle. Plato, who would become the philosophical forebear of a lot of the 
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way we think in the West, held that sight was the highest sense “because it is the most 

distant and mediated; hence most theoretical, holding things at bay” (Kearney “Losing”) 

- the most “objective.” His philosophy held that touch was the lowest sense because it is 

immediate, doesn’t allow the pause for thought, and is more of the lowly material world. 

Aristotle disagreed, feeling “that flesh was not just some material organ but a complex 

mediating membrane that accounts for our primary sensings and evaluations” (Kearney 

“Losing”), and touch was indeed valuable for its direct access. But Aristotle did not win 

this dispute, and “Western philosophy thus sprang from a dualism between the 

intellectual senses, crowned by sight, and the lower “animal” senses, stigmatized by 

touch” (Kearney “Losing”). Christian ideas of living this life in pursuit of the more 

important afterlife and the sin in many worldly pleasures would further draw our cultures 

into disembodiment and a lack of valuing of the immediate and material. Rene 

Descartes’ famous proclamation much later that “I think, therefore I am” would carry a 

pervasive influence on how we see mind and intellect as the central defining feature of 

who we are. I wrote in chapter 2 about how we favor our high brains and often culturally 

try to distance ourselves from the immediacy and intimacy of our bodies. This history is 

part of why, and part of why we have moved towards separation of our body and mind. 

Descartes’ idea that our very existence (a very important thing for us to feel in 

ourselves) is entirely reliant on our thinking certainly would put us out of touch with other 

parts of our existence. I find it interesting that Descartes himself had a lack of 

nurturance, touch, and embodiment in his early life (due to his mother’s death when he 

was one and her illness before that). We have somehow inherited this trauma of non-

nurturance in our cultural philosophy.

Of course, the history of the senses in the West is not a simple history. In 

Medieval times, touch was felt to be an important way of accessing the divine. The 

“power of the sacred was understood to function similarly to heat. By touching a source 

of spiritual “heat” one became, at least temporarily, spiritually “hot” oneself” (Classen, 
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42). And touching (and pilgrimaging to) holy relics and the “laying on of hands” by saints 

and clergy were important parts of religious life. Before museums became sight-only 

affairs, the intimacy of touch was an expected part of how we experienced art and 

artifacts. “An important advantage of touch,” writes Constance Classen in this context, 

“lay in its presumed ability to access interior truths of which sight was unaware” (141). 

Events like the Protestant Reformation, the Black Plague, and the proliferation of written 

language following the invention of the printing press changed the sensory landscape. 

These last two examples interest me because they represent experienced sensory 

history. The Black Death for instance made intimate contact a more fearful thing 

culturally for many years after. The proliferation of the written word, of reading, and 

eventually of improved eyesight itself from the Italian Renaissance technology of 

eyeglasses made sight more valuable and valued. In these cases, experienced life 

changed sensory priorities, which changed the extent to which we value or fear the 

distance senses or the intimate senses. This then would have gradually fed into our 

artistic and philosophical values of distance and intimacy, which would have cycled 

around and fed into our embodied experience of life - how much we valued and thus 

prioritized in our lives the distant senses or the intimate senses including touch.

Moving forward in our history, modern electric lighting dramatically shifted the 

visual landscape and made sight again gain over touch. Before this in history, “Long, 

dark nights spent in close contact with others or engaged in such work as could be 

undertaken in low light, together with a significant percentage of people with impaired 

vision, could have helped stimulate the development of a tactile sensibility” (Classen, 

123). But with the modern age and readily availably lighting, dark environments that 

could have been sensed only by touch now could be seen. Greater sensory comfort in 

everyday modern life - experienced in more comfortable furniture and clothing, less 

pungent urban smells, and easily controlled indoor and personal temperatures - also 

made the felt intimate senses less persistent to our experience. Classen writes:
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Ironically, the pampering and protection the sense of touch received in the new 
culture of comfort may have contributed to a certain deadening of tactile 
sensation. The most comfortable furnishings, the most agreeable ambient 
temperature, the smoothest rides, are, after all, ones that adapt themselves to 
one’s body and that can hardly be felt. This neutralizing of touch may have 
worked to promote visual culture (164).

Biologically, most touch receptors turn off when stimuli aren’t continuing to change. So 

more constancy to temperature and tactile comfort in our lives would make touch 

biologically a less noticed part of our experienced life. Our tactile experience went from 

always being affected by changes to the comfort of often feeling neutral. Check in with 

yourself. How much of your touch with your clothing or the chair you’re sitting on or the 

feeling of temperature on your skin are you not noticing because of its comfort? Add in 

the experience of hearing in the modern world from constantly available music and 

auditory stimulation and the visual nature of computers, television, and other 

technologies. Shifting stimulation sources and balances in our cultural history have 

affected our physiological focus and where our sensory attention goes (more on this in 

Chapter 7). This perceptual focusing has affected our very beliefs in what our bodies are 

and how we should use them. Our experience of our body-mind and, relevant to this 

study, how important we find touch to be in our lives of course follows not far behind.

There are few words in the English language or most languages that have as 

many meanings and implications as the word “touch” and its variants. We say we are 

“touched” deeply by something that affects us or that we care deeply about. Art, theater, 

writing, and music “touches us” when it’s profound to our spirit, even if the art’s form is 

mainly through sight or sound. We call “feelings” feel-ings, not sight-ings or smell-ings. 

And when something seems real, we call it “tangible.” Someone can also be too 

“touchy.” Or a “touchy” situation can be risky. “Touch” takes on a metaphorical meaning 

that in many directions captures the depth with which we can be affected by touch and 

the natural inclination we have towards feeling its importance. It would come as no 

surprise then that the definition for “touch” is by far the longest definition in the Oxford 
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English Dictionary (Juhan “Touching”). But, touch as language has become maybe an 

audio/visual substitute (in speech and writing) for the importance of actual touch. We 

talk and write about the great depth with which we can be affected as “being touched.” 

Yet we often shun touch itself. Perhaps it is on some level a recognition of the profundity 

of touching for us that makes us treat it with fear and avoidance. We also use audio and 

visual art to “touch us.” We substitute the audio and visual, and then we refer to those 

substitutes as “being touching” when they reach their very best and can be said to be 

like the basic experience of touch we’re trying to replace. It’s like, in part, the touch 

we’ve tabooed and are not allowing ourselves at its basic level could do great to reach 

physical/emotional/spiritual profundity for us, and only at the best levels of the 

substitutes can they be said to be “like touch” - as intimate and profound.

Even language itself (and written language) may have taken us further away from 

our bodies and immediate somatic experience into more of a distanced perception. 

Ashley Montagu writes, “The intelligibility of language is nothing more nor less than the 

unintelligibility of nature made artificially clear. But the language of touch is nature, and 

requires no artifice” (314). Touch reaches our embodied natural experience, and 

language is only a secondhand translation. I have been writing about touch for 40 pages 

now, and I’m not sure even that that has any meaning other than to describe, invite, and 

suggest experience that must be felt to be truly perceived. How can we even talk about 

touch when it is experienced as such an embodied thing? I hope only that my writing 

isn’t distant and doesn’t encourage distance - that it doesn’t encourage another way the 

body can be thought of with the mind and touch can be experienced as an idea. Maybe 

the words can speak to the mind and “high brain” as an invitation to let go of its control - 

that touch is said to be important enough and the connection of the body and support of 

touch are important enough that it’s worth the mind surrendering and letting go a little to 

the possibility of embodiment and the profundity of touch. Maybe the describing can 

invite and suggest and recall experience - in the body, in our cultural history, in yourself.
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Chapter 5: Why is Touch Important in My Experience?, And Introducing Bonnie 
Bainbridge Cohen and Deane Juhan Speaking Together

The first question I asked Deane Juhan and Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen when I 

interviewed them on February 28, 2017 was, “How can we talk about touch when it’s 

such a visceral, experienced, sensed, and perceived thing?” Their answer, not unlike 

mine, is that the words can only suggest experience. Words can touch an embodied 

thing like tactual experience when they encourage experience or when they speak from 

experience. So, in this chapter, I aim to speak from experience - my experience, with 

touch and some of the themes in the body-mind from Chapter 2, 3, and 4, and the 

experienced lives of Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen and Deane Juhan to introduce the 

interview with them.

I first came to touch being a central value in my life when in 2011 offering “Free 

Hugs” to strangers on the streets moved from an occasional pastime of mine to a rich 

passion I felt moved by and moved to do. The ability to wordlessly convey through touch 

especially has had meaning to me. I was ill for several years before, on medical leave 

from Pomona College and living at home with the struggle of physical suffering and the 

existential struggle of mortality and loss of control. Through this time, along with 

struggle, I found my way to a sense of peacefulness and acceptance. I found, when the 

time was right, that I had some simple truth I wanted to share - of meeting a basic need 

to be accepted, welcomed, cared for, nourished, and validated in our existence. I’d 

learned truths of what had meaning to me, but not the right words to convey or teach 

them. Instead I found the wordless conveyance of touch. Though I didn’t know it would 

be the vehicle for sharing my truth from my experience, the act of standing in public and 

offering welcoming acceptance and the principle of meeting someone and allowing 

them to be welcome as they are through a physical act soon became the right ways of 

conveying what I wanted to share. There are some things it’s hard to communicate in 

words, at least for me. The quote from Ashley Montagu at the end of my Chapter 4 
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speaks to it. Language is natural experience filtered and translated, but touch “is nature, 

and requires no artifice” (314). Time and time again in my hugging life I found that touch 

could convey feeling, my intention, meaning, and the truths I’d experienced in myself 

wordlessly, and somehow with more honesty and less miscommunication than 

otherwise. Montague writes further in his quote, “Through touch we communicate what 

cannot be spoken, for touch is the true voice of feeling, for even the best words lack the 

honesty of touch” (314). This - the power of touch to convey deeply held meaning at its 

essence and connect one person to another - more than the physiological benefits of 

touch is how I found my way to touch’s importance.

It’s hard to recall individual hugs, and even if I could it would be hard to convey in 

words. I hugged many people from many walks of life. Since I was always interested in 

meeting people where they were rather than imposing my own presence or my own 

fixed ideas (or, rather, welcoming and accepting them was my idea I wanted to convey), 

I know I got to experience a deep, wordless conveyance of many many people. I got to 

pause and receive through touch an experience without artifice of each person I met 

and to perceive humanity in a way no amount of talking or reading has done for me 

before or since. To do this, I had to give up a lot of control. I had to be available to each 

person arriving with their own unique unexpected mystery and not be ready to expect or 

control who was coming my way and how my touch could reach them. Perhaps in this 

(and in the hard-fought crucible of my illness) is where the deep value of relinquishing 

control became important to me too - what I wrote about in the lower levels of the 

nervous system and the overdone use of the control centers in the high brain in our 

culture in Chapter 2. I found even that people who weren’t sure they wanted to hug but 

chose to still tended to soften and land into the experience. One article says “these 

physiological processes may be resistant to cultural constraints. For instance, one study 

showed that individuals who consider touch inappropriate may still show physiological 

benefits from touch” (Sin and Koole “That”). It was my experience that people who were 

Copyright © 2017 Aaron Bendix-Balgley �45



reluctant to hug but still did often had tangible effects of calming and seemed happier 

after hugging. It was my experience that given an opportunity for safety with touch (the 

offering of which was a skill I had to develop), at least some small thing would change in 

most people. It was of course all an experience that came in contact with some edges of 

what our culture expects - that something would be free, that intentions were simple and 

not hiding anything, and of course that touch could be shared, asked for, and given. 

Though I didn’t get very anarchistic with these cultural edges, I always enjoyed the little 

bit of challenge to the ordinary I perceived in people’s eyes, whether they hugged me or 

just did a double take on seeing my offer and comparing their expectations of the 

everyday to what I was providing.

I taught also a couple of hugging classes. And before going back to school 

changed my focus, I was going to follow this passion into creating a non-profit to share 

what I was learning, to bring touch and hugging into environments where it was lacking - 

nursing homes, maybe prisons or as community classes. Eventually if I followed that 

track I probably would have put effort into clashing with cultural barriers in regards to 

schools or corporations. The universality of the need for nourishment, welcoming, 

validation, acceptance, and the experience of connection and skillful touch (here I mean 

skillful in a different but similar way to bodywork) became so clear to me in my 

experience time and again that the kinds of barriers that seem obvious to me now 

seemed totally approachable - in the way that passion borne through experience always 

makes barriers more approachable. Looking back now at the notes I have from the 

several classes I taught on hugging, really what I was teaching was the truths I’d gained 

from my time in my illness. I was teaching the value of receiving a person as they are 

and the giving up of control or expectation; of making ourselves pliable and prioritizing 

the act of connection itself rather than our agenda; of the way feeling accepted leads to 

growth; of the intimacy of two people arriving at a form rather than imposing one; of the 

meditative result of clearing ourselves to be available; of the importance of not pushing 
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beyond someone’s limits. Or, rather, the truths I’d gained from my time with illness were 

the starting point. And when I brought those truths into the intention and action of my 

hugging, the rest of the means to those ends revealed themselves.

The hugging became both the means and the lesson - the wordlessly conveyed 

means for which all the things I’ve just described are shared and the way I both taught 

and learned. Touch is reciprocal in that way. But words now have their limits. With an 

experienced practice, I could learn in a way that enters the nervous system from the 

body/experience level up and becomes learning in the sense of expanded and new 

ways to respond to and perceive the world - not from the “high brain” down, where it will 

never really integrate. This happens in dance, in theater, in physical action, in 

meditation, and it’s also true of touch. For me it happened with hugging. I experienced 

wordlessly conveying and wordlessly receiving far more information and far deeper 

information than any other way I’d known. For five seconds or three minutes, it was the 

most efficient way to teach, learn, share, and communicate I know how to do. Maybe 

the depth of the information came first in my experience of isolation and illness. But the 

only means I knew how to convey that information was in the direct language of touch. 

And that for me was my major experience of baptism into the importance of touch.

There have been other experiences defining for my relationship with touch. 

Researching for this project brought to light ways that the long period of breastfeeding I 

had as an infant may have helped me develop a tenderness with my tactuality, that 

being wrapped and playing on sheepskin as a baby may have done the same, and that 

my labor and birth happening very quickly may have made my first experience of touch 

unsatisfying and contributed to my natural desire for touch being a strong motivation of 

mine (the same or more pronounced apparently can be true for people born by C-

section). A quote from Ashley Montagu’s book interests me:

Children who have spent their first years in the family bed are more intimately 
bound to the closely bonded family, they wake up more cheerfully, are more 
cuddly, and sleep better… When siblings sleep together rivalry and bickering 
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diminish. If you talk with family sleepers… their body language is more 
expressive than any written sentiment (343).

As early children, my brother and I did sleep in a shared family bed at first. Maybe the 

touch and bonding in that is part of why we are closely bonded as a family, why my 

sibling relationship is low on rivalry, and why our body language and facial expressions 

are very demonstrative.

In more recent adult life, I’ve found from Contact Improvisation dancing, snuggle 

and cuddle filled community spaces, and somatic and bodywork experience that touch 

breeds touch. When I spend time in a cuddle pile or out giving free hugs, I notice that 

quickly I become a much better, more skilled, and more intuitive bodyworker, masseuse, 

or tactile carer. In my hugging I would notice that I’d enter into a “zone” with it - 

something like what’s often called a “flow state” - and I’d become heightened in my skill, 

ability, and perception in giving touch. The same now applies to when I give a massage 

after an hour spent in a group cuddle or with a partner. Whereas the skill might be 

strained if I hadn't touched a human in a day, when the feedback and sensory priming of 

just straight touch has been present, my experience is that my touch becomes more 

capable. 

I experience also that touch breeds a different kind of intelligence. At a contact 

improv dance where everyone wore blindfolds (a “Dark Dance”), I experienced in myself 

and the people around me that a lot of touch with vision not being available to us 

brought us quite impressively down from the high brain to the lower brain, subcortical, 

non-thought processes of being and moving. My body started organizing in a natural 

balance of movement in the same way that I wrote about dancing “from the brain stem” 

in Chapter 2. We also all entered into the same kind of evolutionary embodied 

experience I wrote about before, with animal noises and surrender and body ease. 

Without vision to take our awareness to processing what we see at a distance in a top 

down approach to intelligence, the experience of what we feel at our body’s edge could 
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come through the skin into a bottom up experience of intelligence in the body-mind. 

Here tangibly was some of the difference between orienting from sight and feeling the 

thinking mind in control and orienting from touch and feeling the sensing, feeling, and 

acting body in control. Maybe hugging was also about that. The offer to let their mind go 

into their body was maybe part of what I gave to people on the street. I did always find 

that giving out hugs, and making myself clear and available to meet each person I might 

hug, was the deepest meditation of mind I’ve found for my own mind. Play with your 

own vision and touch senses for a moment. Maybe try keeping your eyes closed for a 

while and notice how your sensation of touch and your body respond. Or try being 

mostly aware of your vision and see how your mind and your thinking acts.

This kind of relationship between senses and perception, orientation of the body-

mind, and the experience that comes with different orientations and balances is part of 

what the field of somatics, bodywork, and embodied learning is all about. I’ve moved 

towards somatics and bodywork now. And I’m excited that Deane Juhan and Bonnie 

Bainbridge Cohen, the two somatic leaders whose work has impacted me the most 

personally, said yes to sitting down for a conversation with me as part of this project. To 

bring their perspectives together is something I already do in my own learning as I’ve 

moved towards somatics and bodywork, and now I get to place their perspectives in 

direct contact. Bonnie’s Body-Mind Centering®  work has oriented the way I’ve explored 

my own experience and been sharing through touch and embodiment with people. I’ve 

studied with her and through The School for Body-Mind Centering®  over the last 5 

years. And Deane’s book Job’s Body remains a key guide to how I’ve learned the body 

and the nervous system and how I think about touch. Now I’ve been seeing Deane for 

private bodywork sessions and taken one workshop with him in his own Resistance-

Release work derived from the Trager®  Approach. Deane and Bonnie spoke also about 

the great respect and esteem they have for each other.
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Bonnie and Deane have both had long lives of devotion to embodiment, 

exploration and learning. Bonnie grew up with her family in the circus business and got 

exposed early to “non-normal” ways of perceiving. She says:

On the other side of “the problem,” I grew up with a heightened kinesthetic 
perception and also an ability to differentiate subtle changes of silence. I grew up 
listening and bonding to what was not said or expressed in sound. Today, I call 
that unexpressed quality the “Mind” of the room, group, system, pattern, emotion, 
or thought (Sensing, 96).

When Bonnie became an adult, she worked as an occupational therapist and studied 

dance until she chafed against the limitations of working within a medical system or 

trying to understand the body’s movements just from her muscles and brain. Then she 

began developing through many different avenues of learning what would eventually 

form into the system of discovery and embodiment through the tissues, developmental 

processes, and body-mind relationships she called Body-Mind Centering® . The 

explanation of Body-Mind Centering® , at its most simple, is in the name. We “center” 

our experience in any aspect of the body and find the qualities of our mind that come, 

and we “center” our experience in any aspect of the mind and find where and how that 

“centers” in the body too. Together, we start experiencing the inseparability of our body-

mind and the center that exists in our experience in the dash between body dash mind. 

For the method and process:

Body-Mind Centering®  is not a “formed” system of body work; there is no 
specific ordering of techniques that determines the work’s application. Instead, 
this rapidly growing and evolving body of information is applied in the same way 
as it is gathered - empirically, through a process of dynamic observation and 
experience (Cohen Sensing, 54).

The process of embodiment is a being process, not a doing process, not a 
thinking process… Embodiment is the cells’ awareness of themselves. You let go 
of your conscious mapping. It is a direct experience; There is no guide, no 
witness… In this instance, the brain is the last to know (157).

Through exploring the perceptual process, we can expand our choices in 
responding to ourselves, others, and the world in which we live (6).
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So it’s not that we are trying to change ourselves, basically. We just get 
more support to be what we already are (12).

And about the experience of touch, Bonnie says,

Through touch we can facilitate more choices for and balance the qualities of 
another person’s physical and mental state by focusing his or her attention, 
consciously or unconsciously (cell to cell) (Sensing, 69).

When we touch someone, they touch us equally. The subtle interplay 
between body and mind can be experienced through clearly touching others (6).

Bonnie now is in the “elder” phase of her life, in which the knowledge she has 

accumulated and the ways of learning she has been developing get recorded by the 

nervous system and words and writing and the transmission of learning so that they 

may pass on to other phases of life and continue to be explored. She is still always a 

seeker, always exploring new frontiers, and she is undertaking the consolidation of her 

knowledge and writing many books - and I am glad to meet her at that phase.

Deane had a major conversion to embodiment, bodywork, and the importance of 

touch when at the age of 28, just a bit younger than I am now, he encountered the 

human potential, touch, and somatic practices at the Esalen Institute in Big Sur, 

California (a place I have also learned from). Deane grew up in Colorado, where his 

beautician mother gave scalp massages to her loyal clientele and presumably to him. 

He studied literature through his 20s. After coming to Esalen though, he applied his 

curious mind to trying to understand the experiences he was having and seeing there. 

He stayed on for 17 1/2 years working on the Esalen massage staff and trained with 

Milton Trager, founder of the Trager®  Approach method of bodywork. About his 

experiences at Esalen and then working as a massage therapist, he writes:

My early massage experiences, training, and practice healed gaps in my frayed 
personal structure that I had not even been aware of until compassionate touch 
knit them back together (Touched, 127).

Learning about the scope and depth of the physiological and 
psychological powers of touch - and the devastating consequences of its 
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absence - has given me more of a clue about our current national dilemmas than 
all of the polls, commentaries, social studies, and political agendas combined 
(Touched, 127).

And in fact it was the worst of my experiences that were there to teach me 
that underneath everyone’s personality is their humanity, and that in the midst of 
all the eyesores, smells, and neuroses are the real and urgent needs of a lonely 
creature, and the miracle of life. And somewhere further underneath all of that 
was my self (Touched, 129).

More generally about touch, Deane says,

Touching hands are not like pharmaceuticals or scalpels. They are like flashlights 
in a darkened room. The medicine they administer is self-awareness (Job’s Body, 
xxix).

Every time that I touch something, I am as aware of the part of me that is 
touching as I am of the thing being touched… Tactile experience tells me as 
much about myself as it tells me about anything I contact (Job’s Body, 34).

Touch is food. Vital food (Job’s Body, 50).

Deane has been working with me in private sessions (17 by now) of a combination of 

the gentle lulling-and-rocking of the muscles typical of Trager®  Approach bodywork and 

the Resistance-Release bodywork Deane has developed himself. In the Resistance-

Release work, isolated muscle actions are engaged very slowly through eccentric and 

concentric contraction against provided resistance. This gives the neuromuscular 

feedback loop from what the brain believes the muscular patterns should do a chance to 

reorganize. My experience of the Trager®  Approach work has been of pleasure and 

loosening, and my experience of the Resistance-Release work has often been of a 

deeply tiring reorganizing of my brain, like I’ve just done math homework for many hours 

and something needs to rest and reset. Over time this work has been an important part 

of my health recovery. I’ve talked with Deane over these sessions about politics, our 

lives, and being men in this largely female world of somatics and bodywork. I’m very 

glad that Deane and Bonnie hold each other in high esteem and were excited to sit 

down with me and talk about their experiences, touch, and their perspectives.
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Chapter 6: Interview with Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen and Deane Juhan. El Sobrante, CA, 
February 28, 2017

Aaron:  Hi, Bonnie, hi, Deane. Thank you. My first question – how can we talk about 
touch? It’s such a visceral, experienced, sensed, and perceived thing. How do we bring 
understanding of touch and discussion of touch to a brain kind of place, not necessarily 
to analyze it, but where we can talk about it, discuss it, communicate our experience, 
share about it? How can we talk about touch in writing or in this conversation in a way 
that’s not meaningless?

Deane:  Well, something that certainly comes immediately to mind to me – Milton 
Trager, my teacher, used to always say, “The only real function of the words is to create 
an interest in the experience. And once you’ve had the experience, you don’t need the 
words.” Because we’re talking about two fundamentally different kinds of language – 
communication through syntax and word structure, and communication through this 
much more silent visceral experience of felt language.

Bonnie:  I think a similar way that I would say it would be, do the words come out of the 
experience, or is the experience coming out of the words?

Deane:  Marvelous.

Bonnie:  And they both exist. One could be just theoretical and just have words and not 
the experience, or one could have an experience without words or cycle somehow. And 
I feel personally the desire to find the cycle so that what we’re doing can go into the 
future, beyond just the experience, which I feel passes nonverbally through the culture. 
And the power goes to the verbal because it goes to a higher brain level of articulability. 
One is the more basic, but the other, once it’s in writing, it lasts long after we’re not here 
for thousands of years… But is it coming out of a concept, or is it coming out of the felt 
sense?

Deane:  And I find verbally expressing the felt experience is challenging, but not 
altogether successful, but altogether evocative. And written language really is a time 
machine, isn’t it?  It’s a way around the limitations of our physical time here.

Bonnie:  And even if it gets lost, and the experience doesn’t take place for, it could be 
centuries, somebody will find it who has the experience.  And they’ll say (gasps)

Aaron:  Does it take a person wanting to take language into experience, or is there also 
a way of putting our language in a way that inspires experience?

Bonnie:  Entices.
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Deane:  Entices, wonderful word, yeah.

Bonnie:  I think we have both. And again, I’m going to come back to your book, I felt 
that it has been an enticing influence.

Deane:  Oh thank you.

Bonnie:  But a lot of it came through your research, personally, and I think also through 
reading. You have information in there that you’ve gathered from other people who have 
written…

Deane:  And they were not… most of that reading was not coming from a touch felt 
experience – it was the clinical analysis of the impact of touch.

Bonnie:  But you filtered it in such a way that it became possible to read and to go 
“gee.”

Deane:  Well to me, the growing experience and the growing facility with words has 
always been woven together. And both I think are of really equal importance to me in 
the end. They both have their own challenges and their own developmental journey.

Bonnie:  I know, in a class or private session, which I don’t do that much now, but I’ll 
say “how do you feel?” and someone will say “well I don’t know.” And I say “well just get 
one word out” because I feel that when we can find a word that fits the experience, the 
experience goes deeper also.  We can claim it more.

Deane:  Precisely.

Bonnie:  It’s not that it doesn’t exist, but there’s a way, if I know your name, I know you 
better than if I just keep seeing you, and I say “I’m sorry but I can’t remember your 
name.” And then finally a-ha, there’s a kind of a settling. And we have to create words 
because there aren’t a lot of words. We end up with sometimes made-up words or using 
words in a different way than has been used before. We look for the best word, or we 
choose a word from another language even.

Deane:  Yeah. One of my frustrations has been with trying to verbalize it is, we don’t 
have in our language a word that captures the unity of body and mind. We have body 
mind, body/mind, body-mind, bodymind one word, but there really isn’t a word in our 
language for the depth of that synergy and connection. So we have to craft it poetically 
as best we can.

Aaron:  How did you first become interested in the importance of touch?  Why is touch 
important to you now?
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Bonnie:  I have something I could add – When I was 21, I had a patient who was my 
last affiliation as an occupational therapist, and he had a stroke, and he lost the use… I 
keep thinking it was his right hand, but his language was not affected… and it was 
flaccid, and he had it in a sling so it wouldn’t dislocate. I was assigned to work with him, 
and this is 1963. He obviously wanted me to work on his arm, but I wasn’t supposed to 
take his arm out of the sling because I would give him false hope. My job was to help 
him compensate and become a one-handed person. But I took his hand out of the sling, 
and I held it, and it felt like a piece of meat. I couldn’t differentiate anything, it was just 
this heavy lump of flesh. And in myself, I vowed that one day, I would know what was 
under my hands, and he gave me that. And today, I could feel what was under my 
hands, but I couldn’t – it’s over 50 years ago, I still hold him as my teacher.

Aaron:  So touch came to you first as curiosity?

Bonnie:  No, I think curiosity came later. The shock of not feeling, the despair that I 
couldn’t help him, and I was told I shouldn’t. But that didn’t bother me, but that I could 
not tell what was in my hands. So the curiosity came out of the despair and the deep 
desire to be able to help him.

Aaron:  Do you remember when touch first struck you?

Deane:  Yes, very vividly. When I was 28 years old, a friend of mine asked me if I’d ever 
been to Esalen, and I said “what’s that?” and he said “get in the car.” And we drove 
down the coast, and waited until midnight, and snuck down the hill into the bathhouse. 
And I was sitting at the edge of the Esalen hot tub, and in the midnight sky, there was 
the moon and five planets across the ecliptic, and it was the night of my 28th birthday 
Saturn return, a little loaded cards. (laughs) And somebody came up behind me and 
started working on my shoulders. And I had never experienced knowing touch, and this 
guy’s hands were magic. And in a very few minutes, my brain was in gears and wheels 
all over the bathhouse floor, and I had no idea what had hit me, but I knew it was a very 
big deal. And that was the beginning for me. Throughout that summer, it was summer 
time, I was in between semesters for my PhD in English Literature at Berkeley. And 
when it came time to go back to complete my last year, I looked up the driveway and 
said well, I can go back and finish my dissertation on William Blake and write about this 
experience, or I can stay here and live it for the rest of my life. And I just put my car keys 
back in my pocket and didn’t get out for 19 years. And during that time, you know, I met 
the smorgasbord of professional touchers of all kinds coming through, and it just, the 
seed took off.

Bonnie:  What a night. (laughs)
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Deane:  Oh my god, unforgettable, truly the most abrupt turning point I have ever 
experienced. Nine years of professional preparation just went (whistles), and I went 
(whistles).  It didn’t please my father altogether (laughs).

Bonnie:  Oh, I’m sure that was a disappointment.

Deane:  Until I put the book in his hands, and then he went “oh, I see” many years later.

Bonnie:  So your writing skills have a long history.

Deane:  Mmhm. Well, you know, I was sitting around Esalen watching people come 
through a weekend or five days, and their lives changed dramatically, sometimes 
profoundly.  And my curious scholar mind just said there’s gotta be a reason why these 
changes are taking place so positively and so swiftly. And that’s what launched me into 
my curiosity of how is touch, and how are these interactive therapeutic sessions 
impacting these people with such force. And that led to the poking around the literature 
that finally led to Job’s Body.

Aaron:  I’m interested from your story, Deane, and the relationship between touching 
and being touched. I ask that even now, like how does our giving of touch find support in 
the way we receive touch, or what in how you receive touch influences you?

Deane:  Well again, there I find really a thicket of ambiguities. For one thing, I cannot 
touch without being touched, it is a fusion of tissue and mind and sensibility. But of 
course there is a difference between my touching as the therapeutic agent, and 
someone touching me as their accepting a therapeutic agent. But therein lies the 
ambiguity. And if we both aren’t being deeply touched, and sharing the mutual yet 
different sensibilities of that, I don’t think it’s therapeutic at all… Yeah, I sometimes 
wonder if my clients are getting as much out of it as I am. (laughter)

Bonnie:  You thank them in the end.

Deane:  Exactly, thank you for this precious privilege of communion.

Aaron:  What astonishes you about what you’re able to accomplish with touch?

Deane:  Oh my god, let’s toss that one to Bonnie first, let me get my wits. (laughter)

Bonnie:  The whole thing is astonishing, isn’t it?

Deane:  It is indeed.

Bonnie:  Yeah, it’s like living continually in miracles – not that miracle is that which… 
this is where the language comes in, feeling is so clear – a miracle is actually what one 
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can expect – rather that it’s what one doesn’t expect. That what actually can happen 
happens in a very natural and easy way. It’s very easy. It’s only a miracle in a way 
because it’s not difficult. We think of miracles as this once-in-a… there’s this and then 
there’s a miracle and there’s this – but actually the miracle is the way, and it’s this that 
might get in the way of the miracle.

Deane:  I’d like to think of it, either there are no miracles, or the whole darn thing is a 
miracle. (laughter) I do not perform miracles, the miracle happens as we commune 
through these two levels of language. You know, you and I have had our share of 
dramatic improvement of seemingly intractable situations, and aren’t those wonderful 
experiences for us? But to me, the whole enterprise has been given the inexpressible 
gift of being able to understand humanity and the spirit on a completely different level 
than was available to me through any other pursuit that I had found prior to delving into 
this world of flesh and mind and mutually reactive-responsive growth of tissue and spirit.

Bonnie:  And it’s what’s natural, I guess, when I say miracle, because people respond 
in ways that are not considered possible. But it’s only because they’ve been repressed 
or not allowed to emerge. Rather, they’re the unusual, they’re the normal if we… when 
we’re in contact with this just natural flow of being with others.

Deane:  Well there’s a wisdom that’s contained in all the books and libraries, and then 
there’s the wisdom that is beyond language and is millions and millions of years old.

Aaron:  What becomes different for a person when their need for touch is satisfied?

Deane:  I’m not sure there is an endpoint of satisfaction with that. I think what we 
awaken is perhaps the first conscious acknowledgement of the lack. It’s very difficult to 
feel a lack when it’s always been a lack. It’s only when you feel something different, you 
can look back and say “oh my god, where has this been all my life?” I don’t see it as 
achieving satisfaction – I see it as an awakening of a thirst for what has been lacking 
that is never-ending, really.

Aaron:  How about in a moment when there’s been a need for touch, and then the need 
is met?  What changes in someone’s system?

Deane:  Well again, I think that’s a moment of awakening, not a sense of satiety.

Bonnie:  I’m going to throw the question back to you.

Deane:  Having received both of our touch, what’s your experience (laughs) with 
satiety?

Bonnie:  It’s your question so . . .
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Aaron:  I like your answer. I think it’s partly a safety and a nourishment, and partly a 
recognition of the need. I think my hugging actually came out of that quite a bit, the 
recognition of the need from the absence, and then the needing it.

Deane:  Well I have a thought, you know, that we have grown up in a culture, both in 
the United States and in our European forbearers, who has been touch-deprived and 
touch-phobic, pleasurable touch being a danger to the soul (laughs) for many brands of 
our spiritual tradition. And what I see awakening in the people that I’ve been in contact 
with is just the endless possibilities of a kind of enrichment that has been culturally 
horrifyingly suppressed. And it’s not like filling the sponge, it’s like a drop of water hitting 
an infinite sponge. I think we’re not only helping people with their physical infirmities, 
we’re adding a tincture to a long history of acculturated and religious tradition that has 
been enormously damaging. And it’s not only discounting, but vilifying of the pleasure of 
touch. It’s a touch-dry world out there.

Bonnie:  Again recently, because I was just teaching, the question came up that in 
schools, teachers are not allowed to touch the children at all, where that was not true… 
of course they did it also by knocking you some when I was young, but you could sit on 
their lap, they could give you a hug. And so the people teaching dance – it was a 
workshop – they were saying when they were studying dance, the teacher was able to 
give them touch correction, and now they’re not allowed to do that. So it actually 
intensified, at the same time that things are getting freer. Well we see that quite 
dramatically now that things are becoming also much more restricted…

Deane:  Well, I think here we come to loggerheads with another strand in our culture, 
not only the spiritual phobia of touch, but the litigiousness of the possibilities of anything 
leaking over into anything that smacks of intrusive abusive touch. But what happens 
with that overreaction is that it turns out, one of the most abusive things you can do to a 
child is not give them nourishing touch. So we’ve thrown out all the babies trying to 
clean up some phobic bathwater in protecting them in the name of the possibility of child 
abuse - and abusing them in an entirely more pernicious, but equally destructive way, I 
think. And if children don’t receive nourishing touch, that organism requires a loving 
tactile interaction in order to develop and mature properly. And without it, all kinds of 
things, psychological, neurological, physiological, just go haywire. I mean this was really 
the core theme of my book, Job’s Body – not only here’s how touch affects you, but that 
without touch, you will die.

Aaron:  On an individual level, how would you approach someone in a therapeutic 
context who doesn’t like to be touched, who’s grown up with a lack of touch, who is 
acculturated or in their system? Do you think it’s in their best interest that they learn a 
better comfort with touch? Or that their protective boundary go undisturbed? And if you 
would want to help them learn a better comfort with touch, how would you engage that?
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Bonnie:  Well it depends. They’re not likely to come to a BMC class.

Deane:  That was what my thought. There’s a self-selective process.

Aaron:  I think there is a gradient though. This question actually came from a friend of 
mine who grew up with a lack of touch. And I’m thinking of your story too, Deane, and 
also in mine, there is a kind of conscious choice at some point to want more touch in our 
lives, but a negotiation with our culture and patterning that’s…

Deane:  Well one thing that’s been going on in my mind in the last moments was that 
nobody comes into my practice who, for some reason, hasn’t been told by somebody, or 
suggested by some slight experience of theirs, that they’re in trouble and they need 
something, and they’ve been told this might help, and they’re still extraordinarily chary 
of being touched. And the answer to that is, cautiously and slowly, and with verbal 
assent every step of the way, is this tolerable, is this okay, is this pleasant, unpleasant?  
And then it’s a negotiation of meeting their threshold, wherever that may be. And being 
very careful not to overstep, because that overstep might be terminal in terms of our 
ability to relate.

Bonnie:  And also at any moment, you can say stop, and you can push me away. That’s 
a very big step – if I touch, and you don’t like it, push me away.  “but I can’t push you” – 
“yes, you can. I’m gonna give you a little more pressure – do you feel that pressure?  
Use it.” It can actually be very helpful if we’re in sync. But to be able to say “no, don’t 
touch me” can be what’s actually needed.

Deane:  And for somebody who has been burned by fire, how to lead them into learning 
how to warm themselves with it. It can be tricky, but that’s the threshold. If they’re willing 
to come, I will do my best to find that threshold. But I loved your examples, that’s 
exactly, yeah.

Aaron:  This is always something that was very interesting to me in my going out on the 
street and offering hugs to people, because it’s a different setup than, right, who would 
come to me as a client is more self-selective. Who would hug me on the street is also 
self-selective, but everyone is engaging with it, whether they’re engaging with it by 
being upset at it or (pushing away gesture)… and always interest in me there, like 
what’s the invitation? What’s the invitation that cultivates the safety just a little bit more 
for each person.

Bonnie:  You learned a lot on the street.

Deane:  Including who not to hug, unless you end up on your can on the sidewalk, 
(laughter) right?
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Aaron: That was a later lesson. (laughs) So a more broad cultural question – if you 
were wanting to promote the cause of there being more positive touch in the world and 
our culture outside of just the kinds of cuddly communities that I exist in here in the Bay 
Area, how would you do that? What do you think needs to be addressed to make less 
strong the resistance to touch being a valuable part of our lives?

Deane:  Well you just asked the question that I think involves a description of the last 40 
years of my life (laughs). I mean I think that’s what we do on that broader level.

Aaron:  Can it be done on a larger scale, or is it one person at a time?

Deane:  Touch is bird by bird, you know, there’s no way to quickly generalize the 
experience of touch, it has to be one at a time… This is where the words come in, and 
Milton’s thing, how to use the words to entice towards the experience. But the 
experience, I cannot give that experience to an auditorium full of people, no matter how 
much they paid for it and what their expectations are.

Bonnie:  I think I could do it in an auditorium full of people.

Deane:  I bet you can.

Bonnie:  I bet you could too, because we’ve been in auditoriums together (laughs).

Deane:  Well there is a way of using the word and the tone to evoke that physical 
response. Yes, I agree, yes, absolutely.  But there is no generalizable substitute for that 
in a sense.

Bonnie:  Right, they would have to touch each other, then they’d have to be willing to.

Deane:  Yes, right.

Bonnie:  Although one of the things that I do as the people touch themself, and before 
touching each other, and I’d say like “put one of your hands on your leg. And can you 
just quietly begin to feel how the cell’s fluid in your hand are moving toward the place of 
contact, and then how the place in your leg is moving to the place of contact.” There’s 
some kind of an energetic physical movement, and then how if you wait long enough, 
your whole body will know that your hand is here, and your leg is here, and your foot will 
know, and your head will know. And then if you touch your other hand without that, 
they’re very different without that connection. And that, to release, you actually have to 
allow space to come between. And then they might be able to do that with the person 
next to them, one person, not two at a time, that would be a lot. Or touch a part of your 
body or something. So I think we are developing ways, certainly in every class that you 
teach, you have to begin somewhere.
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Deane:  Yeah. Well you’re reminding me of a thing I have used in a larger group setting 
of just placing your hand on your own leg, and have a partner just lightly stroke your 
tissue with a pleasurable feeling, and just experience that for three minutes and tell me 
what just happened there. Very often, the room just explodes into cross-talk and chatter 
and stimulation and “Oh my god.”

Aaron:  Is part of it, too, crossing the bridge to pleasure being something people enjoy 
and don’t resist?

Deane:  I am an absolute believer in the pleasure principle. And to enjoy morally and 
psychologically safe pleasure (laughs) is a huge leap, because we have been so phobic 
for so many reasons.

Bonnie:  Partly given permission to enjoy.

Deane:  Yes.

Bonnie:  And then there’s the Buddhist one, you’re not just given permission, you are 
told that is a preset, be happy. Thou shalt be happy, that’s a preset.  So there are lots of 
ways, to just even have heard that many years ago, was quite… I’d never heard it 
before.

Deane:  Certainly not a precept in many of our more astringent forms of our religious 
heritage.

Aaron:  And our pleasure is a big part of the Trager work, right?

Deane:  Oh very much so, bathing in a vast sea of pleasantness, yes.

Bonnie:  (laughs) There you are (laughs).

Deane:  That’s right. And again, the approach is cautious. It begins with the tiniest 
incursion of awakening the whisper of pleasure through the tissue to the mind. Yeah, I 
mean pleasure was at the heart of his work, an awakening to delight, and beginning to 
understand the infinite capacities for tactile and emotional joy, almost no matter how 
banged up or disabled we become. There is some piece of our existence that can be 
pleasured.

Aaron:  What would you share about being in personal balance so as to be in service 
without injecting the agenda to fix?

Deane:  That’s tricky, isn’t it?
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Bonnie:  Actually that one is easy for me, because I have no confidence. I’m not likely 
to project. I have confidence that I’ll show up, I make a commitment to show up, but I 
don’t have the confidence that I know anything about what to do about anything.

Deane:  I am beginning to learn that. (laughter)

Bonnie:  So that’s not an issue. I just go, and I show up, and then I’m not likely to 
project. Except if I get excited, then I say “okay, I’m coming out of my excitement, and 
this is my story.” And I tell my story, but it’s not your story, and that whatever I’m doing, 
you don’t have to memorize it because it’s my story that’s always changing. The 
answers are with you, your truth is in you. It’s not anything that I can say.

Aaron:  Naming your own story when it’s present is part of it?

Bonnie:  Yeah, I don’t hesitate to.

Aaron:  So when you’re working with somebody individually, what do you do when your 
story shows up, your emotions, or your desire to fix or. . .

Deane:  Well first of all, a desire to fix is an invitation to disaster.

Aaron:  Obviously.

Deane:  Right. When things show up for me, in my story or my feelings, if I suss out it is 
appropriate, I tell them, I let them know. There are things one keeps to oneself, and 
there are things one reveals at the appropriate time.

Aaron:  How do you know, when you’re working with somebody, when to trust your 
inner knowing and what you’re touching, if it’s in conflict with what the client is saying?

Bonnie:  I don’t know what you mean by that.

Aaron:  If someone verbally is saying one thing, but their body is saying something 
else, how do you know to trust your perception?

Bonnie:  I just listen because it’s connected. I think that I’m not that clear about… I’m 
not that connected to what I’m perceiving. If I feel this, and I’m responding in my hands, 
if my hands are on somebody, and my ears are listening, there’s no conflict because I 
don’t have an opinion. That’s my strength. I mean, a lot of opinions, but I claim them for 
my own story. I’m not neutral (laughs), but I’m not opinionated about what somebody is 
doing or should be doing. It’s like there’s movement going on, and there’s music, there’s 
visual. They’re all part of the unity – I don’t see a mismatch in a way. I just am present 
for the story or the person.
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Deane:  I think that’s very well said. I find that it’s a poison pill to call somebody on their 
inauthenticity – they’re being as authentic as they know how to be, obviously, and our 
job is to listen.

Bonnie:  And that is authentic.

Deane:  That’s right.

Bonnie:  It is authentic, and it’s their strength. It’s allowed them to survive something 
they couldn’t have survived originally.

Deane:  I find the role of assuming guidance is very treacherous. We are in the midst of 
a mutual emergence, and it’s very much a co-creation that is… the peerage fluctuates.  
They meet me, I meet them, we see where it goes. If it looks like it’s heading for a dead 
end, go somewhere else.

Bonnie:  When I studied with Mrs. Bobath, we just said something very similar. She 
said “if you don’t feel a change under your hands at every moment, do something else 
because you’re wasting their time and your own. It doesn’t mean it has to be changed 
all the time, but if you just shift something very slightly, you’ll be in touch again further. I 
don’t know, it’s a very interesting thing. But I see in just a few minutes, there’s an 
awakening versus doing something to somebody in which there’s no awakening. So if 
you’re just doing something, you’re wasting time. If you’re in touch – there’s the word 
touch – that’s all it requires is to be in touch with yourself first.

And sometimes I’ll have my hands on somebody, and I don’t feel anything right away. I 
don’t like automatic go in, and I feel all this stuff – I just wait, and in myself I’m saying 
what is it you want to show me? And I just wait to be shown what I can know, rather 
than I go looking for it. I wait to be shown – if somebody doesn’t show me anything, then 
that’s they’re not wanting to show me anything (laughs). I’m available, I showed up.

Deane:  And sometimes I feel that whatever showing comes glimmering through is 
coming from a level of subconsciousness that is not consciously or verbally accessible 
to them. And so to ask them is to defeat that process of emergence for them.

Bonnie:  That’s such a nice word.

Deane:  Isn’t it? I love that.

Aaron:  One of the things I’m really interested in, which you both write about, especially 
in your book, is the higher brain and lower brain, and the earlier evolutionary processes 
that exist deeper in the nervous system. Bonnie, do you think also that one of the major 
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roles in touch and bodywork is reminding the body how to organize and experience at 
an earlier evolutionary level?

Bonnie:  I think I wouldn’t say it that way, but I wouldn't disagree with what you’re 
saying, because I feel that the fluids are a much earlier communication system than the 
nervous system. That’s my experience. On the other hand, the nervous system itself 
might be broken, so then that itself is cellular and fluid, to find the lubrication or 
something of the nerve itself, to bring it back to life so that it can record. For me, the 
nervous system is recording the fluids exchange.

Deane:  There’s this whole model of the neural system as a wiring system that I find just 
utterly defeating of arriving at anything like clarity. Axons are fluid-filled tubes, and they 
don’t go zip zip, they go squirt squirt. And it’s not a transmission of electrons along a 
convective surface – it’s a fluid ripple that goes down the membrane, fluid surging in, 
fluid surging out.

Aaron:  This is actually one way that I’ve combined your work a little. I don’t know of, in 
Body-Mind Centering® , any specific embodiment of the nerve fluid. But I started 
exploring that after reading your book, and it’s been a deep and meditative pathway in 
the body for me.

Deane:  The other thing that arose to me from your question is… I think I can say I 
really don’t think in terms of lower brain/higher brain – it’s just different brains. The 
octopus has a profound brain and sensibility and way of navigating the world and 
thinking about the world.

Bonnie:  It’s not located in one place, it’s all over the body.

Deane:  And I come to single-cellular organisms who have a mem-“brane,” you know, 
that is their skin that is responding to the inner milieu and the outer milieu, and 
somehow crafting the very dicey process of survival out of that. And is that a lower form 
of intelligence? I don’t know. It’s a different form of intelligence. And if my cells don’t 
have that form of intelligence, my higher brain is not going to get anywhere.

Bonnie:  (laughs)

Deane:  Including staying alive. This higher-lower states of intelligence, I have a 
problem with. I think that blocks us off from understanding what intelligence in fact is.  
There’s not a hierarchy, there are different forms… I’ve seen microscopic videos of 
either an amoeba or a white blood cell navigating their fluid milieu, and the astonishing 
intelligence with which that mobile single-celled organism knows where to go and where 
to not go. And the extraordinary coordination of an amoeba putting out a pseudopod 
towards goodness and shying away from badness, and the intricacy of the 
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deconstruction/reconstruction of the cytoskeleton that’s involved in that pseudopod 
movement. I’ve watched a microscopic video of a white blood cell chasing down a 
pathogen, and it’s like a birddog, it is unerringly focused, wherever that pathogen is 
going, it is Pacman. And, how is that done? It’s astonishing, and that is as intelligent as 
anything my mind is doing. It’s just on a very different level. Which gives me great hope 
for the history of our planet, really. We’re not gonna destroy the planet – we may extinct 
ourselves, but if we blow the planet back to microbes, they’re just gonna start up all over 
again. (laughter)

Aaron:  Yeah, so maybe older and newer forms of intelligence rather than lower.

Deane:  Well I don’t know if we can say older or newer because all the oldest forms of 
intelligence still exist. Bacteria have not changed their form of intelligence for billions of 
years, and they’re still with us. There’s an elaboration of intelligence that comes with 
more complex multi-cellular creatures, but I don’t know that I would hierarchize that. An 
amoeba does astonishing things with the molecular equipment it’s got, and sometimes I 
think they’re smarter than we are because they don’t have this frontal cortex claptrap in 
their way. I sometimes think that the emergence of the prefrontal cortex may or may not 
prove to have been a good idea.

Bonnie: I’m enjoying it. (laughs)

Deane:  Absolutely, but it also gives a human being, ultimately, highly refined capacities 
for destruction and self-sabotage.

Bonnie:  Yes, I’m following you.

Deane:  But enjoy it for what it has to offer.

Bonnie:  But I happen to enjoy my own.

Deane:  Oh yes, to be sure.

Bonnie:  It’s also caused a lot of migraines along the way. Certainly something I’m 
going to point at here because it fits so well with what you’re saying from another 
perspective. Because of all of this new information about the microbiomes, I’ve been 
embodying my microbiomes and starting to teach it some or share that. So the question 
came up from somebody, “well is that us?” and I said well, if you… I’ll come to your 
hugging, if you go and you put your arms to hug a tree, do you feel treeness? Is there 
something in you that is moved, is identified with that tree?
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So the microbiome – neither of you have given birth to a baby, so this example won’t 
work for you necessarily – but as a woman having given birth to children, that as I feel 
my uterus, I can move it, and I can go inside to the space, and I can move in the space 
of it. And if there’s a baby in there, I can feel the baby, and actually turn the baby, 
facilitate the turning internally of that baby. Is it me, or is it somebody else? And the 
same thing is with the microbiomes… I think they’re in every tissue, including skin and 
brain, and I’ve been really doing a lot of relieving of my brain by going to 
microorganisms there… But if you go inside of your digestive tract, we just look at the 
digestion or brain or anywhere, and you look for that movement in there, what I’ve found 
is that before my nervous system kicks in, the microbiomes kick in first, and they’re 
actually kicking in to flow through the nervous system.

Deane:  So what is us, and what is higher or lower at that point?

Bonnie:  Maybe it’s all consciousness.

Aaron:  So part of the possibility of touch is to be able to reach all these different 
intelligences within the human frame?

Bonnie:  We call it the mind in the room. Well not only that, but I just meant everybody 
can feel – not everybody, many people can feel as soon as the consciousness changes 
the tissue or whatever.

Deane:  You know, speaking of our relationship of consciousness to space, I’ve learned 
so much from the blind people in my classes, that their description of how they walk into 
a room and go (click) and they know the room, how big it is, where the walls are, are 
there soft carpets, are there hard chairs. Their echolalia is refined to such a high degree 
that that’s what the tapping of the cane is about, to send out that click that comes back 
as a sonar image. Just amazing.

Bonnie:  That is amazing. I’ve read about it, but I’ve never known anyone to tell me 
who does it.

Aaron:  What does touch tell us that other senses do not?

Deane:  Well this sends me off on a philosophical historical tear here, that Plato was 
Aristotle’s student, and this is where, from the transmission of Aristotle to Plato, one of 
the fundamental schisms of consciousness and philosophy took place. Aristotle held 
that touch was the primary sense, that this is how single cellular organisms navigate. 
They’re touching their world and responding to the information they’re gaining through 
that tactile interface, be it chemical or mechanical or whatever it is. Plato on the other 

Copyright © 2017 Aaron Bendix-Balgley �66



hand… and this led him to empiricism and, you know, what is tangibly real, and what 
can I learn about that?

Plato, on the other hand, held that sight was the primary sense, which evolutionarily 
makes no sense because sight came along very late in the picture. But this led Plato off 
into his world of ideals, and what we’re seeing is mere dross, and somewhere there is a 
higher seeing, not a higher touching. And, I personally think Plato is one of the most 
dangerous philosophers in Western history, that he wicked us up into a noncorporal 
spirit world which was superior. And I find that a very dangerous place to go. It led to the 
Republic, which is probably one of the most horrifying political tracts ever written. Get 
rid of the arts, you know, and so forth. And the philosopher king, oh my god, save us 
from the philosopher king. (laughter) How many times do we have to try that one to 
understand it is not a good place to go politically. So that’s where my mind tears with 
that one.

Aaron:  Bonnie, in the body, what does touch tell us that other senses don’t?

Bonnie:  Well I think touch is the basis of all the senses – even vision, people are 
touching.

If you’re hearing, there’s a sense of like what are you touching with your hearing? So I 
can say “did you hear that bird?” What bird? You know, or “I heard the train” or what’s 
the sound of the silence. Or vision, how far or near is your touch. I don’t touch very far, I 
touch really close. Taste certainly is touch. Smell.

Aaron:  Sure. That’s my last question for you. Then I wanted to ask you what you’d ask 
each other about touch, and what you’d still like to learn about touch? And the other 
question was, if you envisioned a workshop on the importance of touch, what might you 
teach in that?

Deane:  I think those are three marvelous questions that would be the beginning point 
of another interview. (laughter)

Bonnie:  I do wanna thank you very very very much. And of course to you, Deane – we 
would not have done this without you.

Deane:  It takes a catalyst, doesn’t it?

Bonnie:  It does because I don’t ask these questions out loud.

Deane:  Me either.
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Chapter 7: Pleasure, Perception, Pre-Sensory Motor Focusing, and Persuasion

Bonnie and Deane are both deep explorers in the body mind. They’ve been at 

the frontiers of the movement of the development of a Western somatics - for more 

inclusion of embodied experience in how we understand from within our culture. They 

both believe in emergence of knowledge and invitation to discovery. Bonnie says 

though, “I don’t feel that what we’re doing is new; what I feel we’re offering is some kind 

of translation into the Western vocabulary” (Sensing, 11). Indian and Chinese 

philosophies for instance have long included the body-mind. Within the West, and the 

cultural histories of the West, it appears more counter-cultural to embrace somatics as 

Deane and Bonnie have and as I have. Part of the reason why is at the center of the 

tension in this paper too. 

This paper is a thesis. It should be making a case, defending it, and persuading 

you of it. According to my culture, that’s often the direction language should be used for, 

and that’s often the expectation of a written work. In our culture (and beyond our 

culture), persuasion has a lot of clout. We try to convince each other to believe what we 

believe. This is a “high brain” activity and a top-down kind of learning. The beliefs I have 

stored in my brain of how things work - in myself, in the world, in my body, in belief 

systems - come up against the beliefs you have based on your experiences up until now 

and how you’ve categorized them. I might persuade you. Advertisers might persuade 

you to buy something. I might use psychology or my well-crafted language to figure out 

the best way to persuade you and do it more effectively. There’s a tension in that though 

with writing on these topics. The true counter-cultural aspect of somatics is in believing 

that the felt knowledge of body-mind experience matters and that convincing you of 

what you “should” believe prevents knowledge from emerging. As somatically oriented 

people, we would love to have more recognition and more space for our ways in the 

culture at large. I would love for you to believe in these things I care about. To do this, 

the right book, the right thesis, or the right scientific studies that prove our efficacy might 
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persuade more people. Being persuaded of an idea is not the same as being aware of 

your own body-mind knowing though. If part of my aim is to encourage your trust in the 

capability and knowledge in your body-mind then I immediately fail if I am the expert 

who knows better than you and tries to convince you to know what I “know.” This has 

been tremendously difficult to navigate personally and as a writer. Persuasion also 

breeds resistance. Have you ever had an argument with someone where you are both 

trying to persuade each other and very soon you’re both more sure of your own beliefs? 

At the center of this thesis is the importance of the influence of touch as compared to 

thinking. The importance of the influence of invitation, contact, and awareness as 

opposed to persuasion that’s at the center of somatics is much the same. 

Yoga, t’ai chi, and Buddhist meditation in Asian cultures are all experiences 

where the form is taught, but the learning happens through personal experience of the 

practice. Learning happens through experience person by person by a teacher setting 

the conditions in which the student might learn the knowledge for themselves. The 

bodyworker or somatic teacher engages in this way too. Somatics as Bonnie said is 

somewhat a translation into the Western vocabulary. I think this is part of what is being 

translated. We are at most trying to convince you not to be convinced by the experts but 

to access your native wisdom, experience, and your own body-mind. Deane’s book 

Job’s Body has the title it has in reference to the biblical tale of Job, in which Deane 

interprets Job realizing he can’t just trust the experts and be convinced by them. Within 

the act of somatic work itself, we are often prioritizing the learning that takes places 

from more contact with our inner worlds. We use touch and movement to get to 

increased awareness (contact of the mind with experience). This is a kind of learning 

that can take place from the “lower levels” of the nervous system I’ve written about, the 

fluid and cellular places Bonnie spoke of, and the organ places of emotion that came up 

in chapter 4. Bonnie says, the brain is the “last to know” (Sensing, 157), and “the 

nervous system is recording the fluids exchange” (Interview). Contact with experience at 
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these “lower levels” (lower in the geographical and directional sense in the body - not in 

the sense of lesser, as Deane pointed out in the Interview) can help us learn and retrain 

things from the body up.  

Bonnie, Deane and I spoke about the agenda to fix and the disaster having an 

agenda creates in the healing and learning process of a bodywork session. When we 

have an agenda to fix as somatic therapists, we try to persuade our client to respond in 

the way we think is best, and very soon there is resistance more than there is learning. 

Dialectics are not without their benefit. But the “should” aspect of it (I believe this, and 

so “should” you or so “should” your body) is not at the heart of somatics, touch, my 

hugging, or my thesis. I’ve tried to break free and raise curiosity more than absolutes in 

how I write. The best I know how to do is to say it’s a challenge to write and contact the 

intimacy of experience and name that it’s my story when I have excitement and slip into 

the effort to convince. How can we use written language - where there isn’t even the 

contact of conversation - to invite the emergence of knowledge and not the persuasion 

of a “thesis?” It’s very hard to “be touching” with language. It’s easier to “be touching” 

with touch and not the substitutes for touch in the distant senses of words. The 

importance of coming into contact (with ourselves, with the worlds of each other, and 

through touch) as opposed to the importance of persuasive language is the heart of this 

thesis. I’ve put Bonnie and Deane’s perspectives in contact with each other and my 

perspective in contact with the reader more than I choose to argue a case. It’s a task 

with tension to it to use language to “be touching” though. In my old life hugging, I got 

rid of the words. There too, my agenda was not to impose my way of being on someone 

but to welcome and accept people. There my agenda was to encourage there being no 

agenda except the agenda of meeting and allowing what was present for each person. 

Here my thesis is to have no thesis except the thesis that meeting by contact with 

experience and literal touch has a value that a convincing argument does not.
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One of the key elements for us in how we learn by invitation is pleasure. Deane 

speaks of the “pleasure principle” that was key to Milton Trager and is key to his work. 

Pleasure in the tissues tells the mind that something good is going on and it’s good that 

it happens that way. Biologically, we are set up to take our cues from pleasure. Our 

neuromuscular responses and our mind/emotion responses are very different when we 

are bonding with the pleasure of our bodies and the world than when we are defending 

with fear or retraction. Pleasure invites by experience. It does not persuade. One 

example is in sexual union. When we try to persuade our partners to have pleasure, we 

might meet barriers. When we instead let go of an agenda and invite with our own 

yielding to pleasurable experience, we’re more likely to have our invitation met than our 

persuasion. It may indeed be that the orientation to persuasion - and a sensible fear of 

the attempt to be persuaded - is part of what makes for our fears around sex, touch, and 

pleasure. We won’t feel as safe if sex, touch, and intimacy are things that come from 

persuasion of something that’s not right for us. But it may be the orientation to 

persuasion not the thing itself that causes the danger. When we have genuine biological 

and personal pleasure - and more contact with each other - it is my experience that we 

find more safety, not less. The impact of pleasure goes far beyond the realm of sexuality 

though, and we have confounded pleasure with sexuality to the detriment of both our 

sexual and our non-sexual pleasures. At the basic level of pleasure, we are more likely 

to want to experience our own body when we experience pleasure. Deane writes, “by 

having tactile pleasure generated in his tissues, an individual may be quickly reminded 

that his body can be the source of a wide range of pleasant and interesting feelings, not 

just painful or gravitational ones” (Job’s Body, 211). Pleasure is not just hedonic - not 

frivolous or indulgent, not meaningless or crass. It has an important role to play in our 

body-mind, our sensing, our learning, our well-being, and our intelligence.

Pleasure is also “one of the most potent means available to us to defuse the 

exaggerated responses of the body’s defense systems” (Juhan Job’s Body, 206). 
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Unpleasure, discomfort, and pain cause muscle tissue to harden in defensive ways. A 

defensive personal orientation to the world and what we take in from it can cause 

hardening. Or a physical hardening can cause a defensive orientation to the world. Or 

both. Built up over time, “these accumulating conditions establish an internal scenario 

for disease and dysfunction that can be both subtle in detail and devastating in 

collective impact, and which requires no germs or genes to set it in motion” (Juhan 

Job’s Body, 30). I wrote in Chapter 3 that typical Western medicine treats “disease” and 

“genetics” as the central sources of illness but that the continual developing conditions 

of being a human being and living through the interactions of our body-mind can also 

cause illness. This is part of why. When we harden in defense around or against 

something, illness can result. Unpleasant sensation and/or perceiving what comes into 

us as unpleasant can start networks of effects. The quality of what we receive in our 

senses and how we perceive our sensation actually impacts our health. Take a moment 

and notice your own relationship to pleasure and sensation.

In speaking of the senses, Bonnie says that each sense has an orientation to 

bonding and an orientation to defending. If our previous experience is negative with 

touch or with a particular sensation or its implications, our system will go on high alert 

and will take a defensive pose when that stimulation comes up. A personal example is 

that for many years with my illness, I had multiple breathing allergies. My sense of smell 

thus became a defending oriented sense for me. When I entered a room, my sense of 

smell would be defensively on the look out for whether there was danger and what it 

might be. One of my Body-Mind Centering®  teachers suggested to me that I try to find 

a bonding orientation to my sense of smell - that in addition to noticing when smells 

could mean danger for me to avoid and tense against, I find ways for my sense of smell 

to bring me closer to things that could be pleasurable and I could “bond” with. Now I 

seek out pleasure in fragrances, flowers, and just enjoying my sense of smell. I include 

more pleasure in what sensory experiences I expose myself to and in choosing to 
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attend to the pleasure in my everyday experience of smell more. I still have many of the 

allergies, and it remains true that my sense of smell is oriented to defending at times. 

But if I track the experience of my mind with it, I have less stress, fear, and emotional 

duress around the air I breathe and more ability to respond calmly when the air is a 

problem for me.

Pleasure becomes the antidote both to the body and the mind. I take in more 

pleasurable sensation, and while I’m having pleasurable sensation, my mind relaxes, 

which relaxes my body, which affects my whole system. Over time, with more 

pleasurable sensation being a part of my experience, my mind chooses less to expect 

to need to defend me and harden. Pure sensation then becomes a part of how I 

perceive my experience and how I respond to it, and my mind changes. Pleasure is not 

merely indulgent, it is a key way we change ourselves. It can change how we feel the 

world. It can loosen the defending that can build up pain in the body and restriction in 

the mind. Deane writes:

This is exactly where sensory “pleasuring” derives its survival value: It is one of 
nature’s key antidotes to these pernicious developments, and this is why 
evolution has so highly developed our sensual capacities for pleasure in the first 
place. The mind attends to pleasure, is inclined towards it, opens its listening 
channels in order to amplify it, strives to accommodate and sustain it (Job’s 
Body, 30).

This, combined with the depth touch can reach into the system, is some of the vast 

importance of pleasurable touch this thesis is about. Deane writes:

Clear sensory information is the content of effective bodywork; pleasure is simply 
the medium which is most apt to help us focus upon those contents openly 
enough and long enough to integrate them to the degree that they become 
genuinely useful to the mind in organizing its perceptions and responses (Job’s 
Body, 341).

Pleasure allows us to be more open to information. Defending is a response to ensure 

safety, and deep learning is biologically and personally less available when we’re in a 

protective mode. When we’re less defensive, we’re more open to learn, grow, and 
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change as well as enjoy. Information is the content of learning, but pleasure allows us to 

stay with something. Sensory pleasure helps us heal and helps us learn.

My experience with smell is for me a very good analogy for a defending oriented 

sense around touch. If you’ve had bad experience of touch, that won’t just go away. The 

defending orientation will remain, will need to remain, but the cultivation of a bonding, 

going towards, welcoming in, and pleasurable experience through the sense of touch is 

also possible. And through that shift the mind shifts too. The ability to respond calmly 

and effectively to a bad experience of touch becomes also more available, just as when 

I started experiencing bonding towards and pleasure with my sense of smell, my ability 

to respond calmly to dangerous smells became more available than when all smelling 

was at least in part about danger. I quoted Deane about this earlier - that the best way 

to know bad touch and how to respond to it is to have a lot of good touch at all stages of 

life. If somebody “has been burned by fire,” we can “lead them into learning how to 

warm themselves with it” (Juhan, Interview) by not just finding the absence of danger in 

that the fire may not burn them this time but by finding the presence of pleasure in 

what’s good about the warmth of the fire. This is some of how we shift, how our sensing 

shifts, how our mind shifts - through the inclusion of pleasure.

It is not that orienting in a more bonding, going towards, pleasure-oriented way 

means that all our fears or defensiveness are erased. With my experience with smell, 

the allergies still remain, but the defensive armoring around them is different. I suffer 

less. Gestalt Therapy has a key concept that when there has been bad experience in a 

system or a person’s life, better than trying to fix the bad experience (which is now in 

the past and only can be changed in so far as how we respond to it now) is having new 

good experience in the same topic and allowing that to shift the range of experiences 

we’ve had and expect. It’s not that taking in more pleasure erases anything we’ve had 

reason to be wary of. It’s just that it gives us more reason to experience, expect, and 

generate good. I found in my experiences hugging people on the streets that bringing 
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positive experience of touch was simple but caused ripples. Now as a bodyworker 

working with individuals (and having had a lot of bodywork and cuddle piles) I find, like 

Deane, that pleasurable touch starts shifting the mind and the experience of life. More 

safety comes. It’s not immediate (though it can be when the desire for touch has been 

long thwarted). And it might be complex. But it is profound, whether from the influence 

of touch or the influence of pleasure.

The kinds of shifts that take place from shifting an orientation from defending to 

bonding or that pleasure brings take place in the relationship of our mind to our 

sensation - what we can call perception. Bonnie says in her book, Sensing, Feeling, and 

Action, that sensing is the mechanical part, with information coming in and stimulating 

the receptors and nerves, but perception is about our personal relationship to that 

information. Pleasure or defending helps shape that relationship. We may think of 

sensing as a passive thing, something we just receive, but there is a “dynamic 

activeness of perceiving” (Sensing, 114). Diane Ackerman says in A Natural History of 

the Senses, “the body’s quest isn’t for truth, it’s for survival… In an odd way, one celled 

animals may have a more realistic sense of the world than higher animals do, because 

they respond to every stimulus they encounter. We, on the other hand, select only a 

few” (304). This is true. We don’t experience a true entirety of reality. We experience 

only a self-selected reality. Our systems are so complex and exposed to so many stimuli 

that we have to have mechanisms to filter out and attend to only some of the 

information. Our perception is a personal reality influenced by how our mind reaches out 

to experience our sensory input. Think about a crowded subway car or even an evening 

in the woods. You would pick out - sometimes consciously, sometimes not consciously - 

sounds you would hear clearly and some sounds that would form a background or 

totally pass notice. This is happening by mechanisms in the nervous system and by how 

we process sensory stimuli. In Deane’s book he talks about the “descending sensory 

pathways,” control aspects that exist within the sensory pathways of the nervous system 
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but go down from the brain to the place of sensation to inhibit some input and allow 

other input to come through. Bonding or defending, in other words, has a physiological 

means by which it can inhibit or encourage some sensation to be received and some to 

be ignored. In Bonnie’s work this is looked at through the “Perceptual-Response Cycle” 

and particularly the action of “pre-sensory motor focusing,” in which before we have 

sensory experience, we have a moment of active choice (“motor focusing”) where we 

select what we will sense and what we will not sense. We choose what to focus on.

In Body-Mind Centering® , the entirety of the activeness of personal perception is 

considered through the flow of the Perceptual-Response Cycle: We arrive to any 

experience with our “Preconceived Expectations” - what we think will happen and what 

we will want to attend to based on our previous experiences (whether those are cultural, 

personal, traumatic, or exciting). A lot of bonding or defending can happen here. Based 

on our “prior expectations,” we engage our “Pre-Sensory Motor Focusing” and choose 

where to place our attention and which parts of the many possible sensations we’re 

exposed to we will attend to and absorb. Then we have the “Sensory Input” we’ve 

allowed in and our “Perceptual Interpretation” based on how we interpret the selected 

sensation. Pleasure or displeasure also happens here. Then we’ll organize an action, 

choose what parts of the result of our response we’ll notice (another phase of “Pre-

Sensory Motor Focusing” choice), experience the result of our response, interpret that, 

and record our experience, which becomes part of our “Preconceived Expectations” for 

the next relevant experience. Together this is the cycle by which pure sensation goes 

through complexity to arrive at what we perceive and how we act and the cycle by which 

our mind and our experience influence each other. It’s tempting to think that we would 

be best off if we could perceive all we experience, but that’s not useful to our survival or 

healthy at our level of complexity. Autism for instance is an illness where the sensation 

isn’t filtered well, and emotional and mental overwhelm come as a result. So it wouldn’t 

be an ideal for our systems that we do process all information. Only an amoeba, with 
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the minimal amount of stimulation it comes in contact with, is capable of that. But we 

might be aware that what we are sensing is always only a part of the whole picture and 

that we are always actually interpreting the world through a sensory filter that comes 

largely from how we already orient and what we already expect.

This is true also of our philosophical beliefs. We attend to the information that fits 

what we already believe. If we arrive with the cultural or personal expectation that the 

“high brain” is better for instance or that the mind and the body are separate or that 

pleasure is dangerous, we filter out the sensing of experience that might tell us 

otherwise. We bond or defend towards the selection of some sensory information and 

towards different perceptions of our sensation. As I wrote in chapter 4, if we orient to 

fear and avoidance of bad touch or what could go wrong - as our culture often orients to 

fear - then we perceive a cycle of experience that keeps its focus in that direction. If we 

orient to cultivating pleasure and good touch then we experience a different perceptual-

response cycle of experience. Our perception links our mind to our sensation just as our 

response links our mind to our action. 

This is also true on a physical level. We experience the sense of hearing, or 

sight, or touch not for everything we hear or see or feel but as a chosen discernment of 

what we’re sensing. A part of any sense is in its active filtration. The outside in of the 

nervous system which affects how touch reaches into our intelligence, experience, and 

selves is also being affected by an inside out of the nervous system which actually 

chooses what will come in. Deane writes about the anatomy of this sensory pathway in 

the nervous system:

descending sensory pathways, outgoing tracts from the brain which are not 
efferent, which do not contact motor neurons, but which synapse densely with 
the ascending sensory pathways and exert a centrifugal flow against their 
incoming sensory information… These descending sensory pathways originate in 
the cortex, and their influence can either inhibit or facilitate the sensory input from 
any area of the body, greatly amplify or suppress altogether any given sensation 
(Job’s Body, 180).
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David Linden writes with some awe of this pathway and its implications:

The truly amazing fact is that the brain is exerting control over the information 
that it receives. It is not just taking all the data and then biasing its perceptions 
and responses based upon the present emotional or cognitive state; rather, 
through these descending nerve fibers, it is controlling which sensory information 
will be received from the spinal cord (164).

Our touch circuits are not built to be faithful reporters of the outside world 
but are constructed to make inferences about the tactile world based upon 
expectations - expectations derived from both the historical experience of our 
human ancestors and from our own individual experiences (196).

Touch, like all the senses, is subject to the incursion of the mind both after the sensation 

has started traveling in and before the sensation is accepted, amplified, or suppressed. 

Deane writes, “In this process, discriminating mind descends into and is active in every 

synapse of the sensory system” (Job’s Body, 181). The mind affects the body, and in so 

doing the mind affects itself. Through the whole perceptual-response cycle and its 

relationship with time, the body’s experiences of the sensation offered to it will change 

what is perceived and what is expected later; and the mind’s experience of belief will 

affect what is expected later and what is allowed in. 

In this more holistic view, it’s still true that if we want to develop, grow, and learn 

(again learning I define as ‘expanding or changing the ways we are able to process the 

same stimulus through us into new and unfamiliar responses’), we need to effect 

change into the system. Usually in our culture that change agent is inputed from the 

brain end - from trying to learn new beliefs and ways of operating from thought 

processes, verbal language, and the “high brain” first that affect from our mind to our 

response. But the change to the cycle can be effected from the sensory end too. 

Pleasurable experience for instance can shift our whole body-mind experience towards 

a more vibrant way of living and more calm and flexible ways of responding. I suggest 

that against the cultural norm, change to the cycle may be more readily effected from 

the end of the circle that supplies different sensation to shift experience and feed into 
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new ways of perception. More truthfully, it’s my intent to suggest the importance of both. 

In remedy to a culture that favors the “high brain,” I make the case that touch and 

experience are forgotten for their importance in the body-mind. But this paper is meant 

to be read and thus give ideas to carry from the inside out. And this paper is meant to 

invite participation in experiencing touch from the outside in and suggest the importance 

that can have on affecting change and perception. They are equally important entry 

points to growth. I like what Bonnie says in the interview - There isn’t a value hierarchy 

to intelligences, and still she stakes her claim to enjoying her cortical intelligence. This 

has been a lesson of mine - to know that the “higher” levels of the nervous system are 

not better, but not to also overreact to the culture and say they are worse or stop 

enjoying them. As Deane said in the interview, “the growing experience and the growing 

facility with words has always been woven together. And both I think are of really equal 

importance to me in the end” (Interview). It's always balance we seek and the full circle 

of the whole, integrated.

David Abram’s The Spell of the Sensuous gives an excellent accounting of ways 

shamans and some traditional cultures engage the perceptual process with regards to 

the senses that might help point out that our way of perceiving and experiencing is a 

cultural and personal reality, not an absolute truth. (Constance Classen’s histories of the 

senses I referenced in chapter 4 and Ashley Montagu’s anthropologies also are good). 

But neither should we need to have unaltered truth to be a living healthy organism. We 

should be filtering our experience. It’s healthy. And there is nothing more wrong or more 

right about different ways of perceiving. There are just blind spots, aspects of our culture 

and personal orientations that leave out part of our potential as human beings and 

inheritors of our uniqueness as humans, our commonality with evolution, and our many 

forms of intelligence.
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Chapter 8: Conclusion: The Special Place of Touch for Human Beings and the 
Consequences of Touch’s Importance Beyond Ourselves

How sense-luscious the world is… What is beyond our senses we cannot 
know. Our senses define the edge of consciousness, and because we are born 
explorers and questors after the unknown, we spend a lot of our lives pacing that 
windswept perimeter (xv).

— Diane Ackerman

The human mind is not some otherworldly essence that comes to house 
itself inside our physiology. Rather, it is instilled and provoked by the sensorial 
field itself, induced by the tensions and participations between the human body 
and the animate earth (262).

— David Abram

Play around with your sense of touch. Maybe explore touch with different parts of 

your body. What kinds of touch do you want to stay with? What kinds of touch do you 

retract from? Touch your hand to your belly. Let your hand rest in. What do you feel in 

your body and your mind when you choose to feel pleasure in that touch? What do you 

feel when you make the choice that your belly doesn’t want your hand to be there? Can 

you feel your own relationship with pleasure and defense and your senses? Do you 

welcome touch, or push it away, or dismiss it as irrelevant? Feel touch. Feel the sense 

itself - the experience of touch and also the mechanism of the sense that reaches from 

contact to deep within you. Where do you experience the extent of its reach?

I’ve written in this paper from many angles about how vital touch can be to our 

lives. It can help us learn and develop how our processes of learning operate. It can 

reach in to access the many forms of intelligence that live within our nervous system 

and other parts of our being. It can train us to feel our bodies and not give in to a 

distancing of our thoughts from our whole selves common to our culture. It gives us 

information about the world and can help form our mind by how we learn to perceive 

and respond to what we feel. Skilled touch can help us heal and rebalance from 

dysfunction and disorganization in our body-mind. Any touch can reach to our deep 
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spirit and essences of our being. It can reach to our natural, biological, evolutionary and 

individual needs. It can communicate from deep within us to deep within each other 

meaning and sentiment that language tries to translate. Again, as Ashley Montagu 

writes, “Language is nothing more nor less than the unintelligibility of nature made 

artificially clear. But the language of touch is nature, and requires no artifice” (314). 

Touch can support our personal humanity and our human inheritance as evolutionary 

human beings and as special creatures of the cultivated intellect, mind, and soul. 

Through being touched, we can grow these possibilities in ourselves. Through touching 

others, we can feel into many of these processes in another person. As Deane says in 

the interview:

The whole enterprise has been given the inexpressible gift of being able to 
understand humanity and the spirit on a completely different level than was 
available to me through any other pursuit that I had found prior to delving into this 
world of flesh and mind and mutually reactive-responsive growth of tissue and 
spirit (Interview).

I found the same through my hugging. The deepest part of the whole enterprise was the 

wordless conveyance of person to person that helped me experience and perceive 

humanity, the individual spirit, myself, and our collective longings and felt senses on a 

different level than any other pursuit or any talking, reading, or language I’ve known. 

Bonnie and Deane find in touch the miracle that’s natural and not difficult. Touch is so 

intimate to our experience that it can be hard to have the distance from it to see how it 

affects us. Touch is at the exact edges of us and not us. It meets us to the world and, 

through our pleasure or defense in it, tells us how the world will be and how we will be.

Touch and embodiment have consequences beyond ourselves into the greater 

world too. Deane writes, “The problems of the individual and the society are no more 

separable than are those of the body and the mind” (Touched, 15). If we’re separating 

our minds from our bodies and disconnecting from the needs of movement and the 

connection to touch that support our humanity, that ripples through society. Long ago, in 

early Greece and early Christianity, the idea came up that the body and the soul were 
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separate and could be separated. This made it possible to think and say that you love 

someone but that you don't care about their worldly, material reality. This made it 

possible to love your neighbor and not care if they have Earthly justice - to love their 

soul or eternal mind, but not the life of their body in the world. Why does it matter in this 

world beyond self-indulgence and our own needs that we treat our whole somatic selves 

with care and touch? It matters because touch reminds us that we inhabit our bodies, 

that we’re affecting each other, and that to love we must include our embodied 

experience in this lifetime. It matters because if we don’t, we lose compassion for what’s 

corporeal, what’s felt, what’s lived in us, what our justice is, and that we’re part of and 

made by the environment we sense and live in. It matters because our politics and our 

cultures reflect our relationships with ourselves. How can we integrate the differences in 

our societies when we don’t integrate the different parts of our selves?

 Feeling distant from what we affect and what affects us can make us turn to 

defending our selves to feel safe. Isolation to what affects us and how we influence 

each other may not be a very healthy response though to the interconnection of our vast 

human community we’ve grown our civilization into - or to many of the problems of our 

politics, like climate change. Take Donald Trump for instance. How much is his distance 

from his body or from embodied pleasures or from the safety of nurturance or from what 

influences him and what he influences in the greater world responsible for his way of 

being and responding to the world? What would be different if someone like him was 

genuinely able to receive pleasure and feel safety from close contact - not from the 

defense or aggression that maintains safety through separation and control? Would we 

have elected him or other defending-oriented leaders if we had a different relationship to 

the separation or connection of our own body-minds or a more open relationship to the 

safety from our own pleasures? It makes sense that an orientation to dominating and 

persuasion would be an effect of a highly defending-oriented perception that can’t allow 

pleasure and that needs to have control over circumstances to feel safe. 
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Many repeated and corroborated clinical studies of laboratory animals show the 

results that when isolated from touch, an animal has “paranoia, apathy towards their 

environment, hostility towards new stimulation” (Touched, 127) - all things I see in 

evidence in a certain kind of politics. Would we treat each other differently if we 

welcomed pleasure in our lives and society? Deane Juhan writes:

Any organism that can surrender its defensive armoring, attend to genuine 
biological (as opposed to merely socially acculturated) pleasure, and integrate 
the information that comes along with it has the capacity to self-regulate towards 
a continually developing optimal. With this capacity comes the sense of feeling 
safe and at home within one’s own skin, which is the concrete foundation of self-
esteem (Touched, 30).

What in our culture might be different if we did bond with pleasure and did have the self-

esteem that relates to our natural biological need for touch and pleasure? Would more 

of an enriched experience of touch and pleasure help us feel safer in ourselves and 

together? Would we need to protect ourselves less and persuade each other less to 

have the same beliefs we have or “buy” what we’re “selling” if we already felt more 

safe? Would we invite contact with difference from ourselves more?

Touch has been a great lubricant of the ability to stay peacefully together in a 

society - individually, collectively, and through our history. Most primate and ape species 

have sophisticated grooming as a central part of the social glue that keeps their 

societies harmonious. Humans also may have developed the ability of our large social 

groups to sophisticate and stay together by the touch capacities that were unique to us 

as we evolved. We often think of language and verbal thoughts as what led us to 

civilization and intellect. It was certainly crucial to large-scale societies forming that we 

had the ability to abstract and communicate in detail and across distances and time. But 

touch communication may have been our social glue far into our evolution and social 

development, and language and verbal thought may not have co-evolved our uniquely 

capable brains. Language arrived relatively recently in our history - hundreds of 

thousands of years ago not millions, it appears (McCarthy). It moved into spaces of the 
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brain that had already been developed rather than it was primary in the human brain 

developing to its unique complexity. “The brain was not expecting it and had made no 

plans for its arrival. [Language] simply invaded those areas of the brain that were least 

dedicated,” writes McCarthy. We had already developed most of the complexity of our 

brains. Language was what came in to use that capacity and sophisticate our intellects. 

Why then did our unique human brain power grow if it wasn’t language or the needs of 

verbal communication and verbal thoughts that first got us there? 

Engage your hands. See if you can feel what is unique to your humanity in your 

hands. Twiddle your thumbs. Try immobilizing your thumbs or using them not in 

opposition to your palm or fingers for a time and see what human capabilities no longer 

seem possible. I wrote in Chapter 2 how Pacinian corpuscles in our hands went to work 

to help us sense tools in our early evolution. I wrote how this contributed to the complex 

skills and behaviors that allowed us to grow our creative intelligence and develop into 

human beings. The bigger uniqueness in our evolution with touch though was the 

development of the opposability of our thumbs. All primates have partially opposable 

thumbs, able to oppose with just their forefingers (to grasp smaller branches than other 

mammals can). But we humans evolved our grasp to a finer level of distinction and 

capability. The development of our fully opposable thumbs gave us the ability to 

manipulate tools, and the sense of touch in our hands became highly sophisticated. We 

are not special in the range of our hearing, vision, or smell compared to some animals. 

Might it be in touch that our capability is special? Ashley Montagu writes that an adult 

human can recognize an object by touch after feeling it only once, whereas a 

chimpanzee - our near relative - needs five hundred trials before it can do so. By the 

time a human has left childhood, we have become “strikingly efficient at recognizing 

objects by touch” (316). Opposable thumbs and other evolutionary changes in our 

hands allowed great manual capability and gave us the great need to finely attune our 

sensitivity. The fine dexterity in our hands gave our brains the need to process more and 
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more sensation to support our manual capability. Did the need to sense at the skin with 

great detail - and the great detail of sensation that was and is taken in at our hands - 

help grow our brains to what they are? About 25% of the motor control regions of our 

brains are devoted to our hands after all. I’ve written throughout this paper how tactile 

sensation reaches from the outside in to affect the nervous system in our lives. Was the 

same true in our evolution too? Might it be not just that we’re capable of processing 

information and manipulating action because we developed large “high” brains that can 

direct our hands but that we actually developed our larger “high” brains before language 

arrived because we were sensing complex tactile information with our hands? 

The other way that touch would have become bigger in the lives of our ancestors 

is that 1 to 1.5 million years ago we shed the thick hair over most of our bodies and 

exposed our skin to more input. This is our other tactual uniqueness as humans. We 

aren’t protected through most of our skin by hair, scales, or shells. Our bare skin helped 

us save heat in the African savannah, let us sweat through our skin and be able to tire 

out prey of ours who couldn’t sweat, and maybe made us less hospitable to bugs and 

safer from disease (Wade). But might bare skin have also given us more tactile 

sensation to receive and feed our minds? There’s a price to pay in the vulnerability to 

the impact of what touches us. But is our bare skin another reason our brains grew 

bigger to process again more tactile sensation? A lot of our individual neurology and 

emotional development is built by how we learn to move in infancy and by the touch we 

experience in the womb and in early life. This is true in our personal development. How 

is this also true in the collective, evolutionary development of our species? 

We set off on our unique path of humanness not because it was destined that it 

would be so or primarily from language but because specific elements of our evolution - 

elements that are built around movement and touch - made it so. We became upright 

and walk in gravity, and the complexity of that negotiation helped develop our special 

human brains and gave us a lot of challenge in balancing our bodies and minds. Did our 
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unique intellects and brains also develop from touch becoming bigger and bigger in our 

lives in evolution? Do we also suffer in our minds, our bodies, and our community 

connectivity when we forget to cultivate touch? What special role did our hands and 

thumbs and touch have in our becoming human? More than one somatic bodyworker 

has told me that they’ve noticed changes to perception and their client’s experience 

when working with their client’s opposable thumbs. And manual capability is certainly a 

part of many of our important legacies of skills throughout our history as humans.

Center your awareness to your hands and thumbs and their movements and 

touch sensation. What expression, experience, possibility, and state of mind do you 

find? If our tactile sensitivity is a vital part of what gave us the unique development of 

our “high” intellect and gave us the capability to organize with complexity and become 

the humans we are, then we can respect that as our great gift and our great inheritance. 

It can be our great resource too to return to in supporting our human intelligence and 

experience and in supporting our community trust. Our movement requires cultivation to 

keep in balance the parts of our bodies and minds that are common to evolution and the 

parts that from walking upright in gravity are uniquely human. Our touch requires 

cultivation, education, and experience too. The evolutionary reasons our hands and skin 

grew us into who we are still need our support. When we cultivate touch, we can 

support our personal humanity and the evolutionary parts of our inheritance that made 

us uniquely human - and we can support each other too.

We sense and perceive from the world, and we are partly made in our minds and 

our bodies from the sensation we receive and the sensation we choose. Touch is part of 

what got us to being who we are - in our species, in our own lives, and in the human 

and animal parts of us - and touch can be part of how we can best be what we are.

What’s in a hug? What do you think a world with more touch or a life with more 

touch would be? What does touch mean to you? Now drop the words. What do you 

feel?
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