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Awareness is such an important part of our work that it would seem to be an easy topic to write about it. While drawing on thirty years’ worth of thoughts and practical experience to write this article, I was shocked to find that people were not at all clear about what constitutes awareness. Even our own small community has no clear-cut definitions or basic shared assumptions. Awareness seems to be one of those loosely used terms for which we assume some kind of common understanding—or at least are polite enough not to challenge someone else when they use the word or concept. The various New-Age contexts in which the term crops up—where “awareness” is a synonym for “awakening” or “realization”—further obscure the concept. 

Rather than exploring awareness generally, I want to limit my discussion to a particular understanding of awareness as it applies to Functional Integration (FI). I will not be dealing with its meaning in the context of Awareness Through Movement (ATM). 

Moshe said on many occasions that in our culture, the movement apprenticeship we serve as babies is cut short at an early point. We are engaged with children’s physical development until they learn to crawl, walk, run, and hop, but after they show some skill at these activities, we stop monitoring their learning. We do not teach them to stand on their heads, do back flips, or any of the variety of acrobatics or movements that a skilled dancer or gymnast can do. Good enough is good enough and, besides, most parents don’t know what they are doing in this arena anyway. ATM takes up this apprenticeship again and we continue to explore our body’s movement potential. Clearly, Moshe thought that we stop learning at an early stage; had we continued on with some idea of our potential, we could all do some of the tricks we pay to see people perform on the stage or in a circus.

Imagine for a moment that the same is true for interactive social skills and our interpersonal awareness. We apprentice children to be aware of their senses, to name colors, objects, sounds, and smells so they can maneuver in the external world. We also teach them to be aware of others and to have a theory of other minds, teaching them to play nicely, share toys, feel empathically, and so on. When Mom tells us “How would you feel if someone did that to you?” she is trying to give us a model for developing an interpersonal consciousness. When children learn a few basic skills in this area and share their toys rather than hitting their little friends over the head with them, we figure they have reached a milestone and we usually stop the interactive social skills apprenticeship. But what if we stop this training too soon as we do with the physical apprenticeship?  Suppose we all have capacities similar to those special people we call “aware”—those people who have a sensitivity to others and know things about them beyond the apparent. Imagine that Functional Integration is a practical way of developing this socially interactive consciousness further. In that regard Functional Integration would be to interpersonal awareness what ATM is in the 
realm of movement awareness. It is this further development of our interactive consciousness, which I believe constitutes training in FI, that I want to explore here.

*******

 Early in my training with Moshe I wondered whether his remarkable success with clients was reducible simply to the physical movements that he did with them or if there was something else that had to do with the way he was aware of and interacted with them through his touch. After all, he often said it is not what he did but how he did it that made the difference in his work. To explain what I mean, let me pose the question in the way I did for myself at the time. Imagine that you had an android that looked, felt to the touch, and acted exactly like a human being except that it was mechanical and had no human awareness, in some broad understanding of this term. Suppose you could program the android to do exactly the same lesson—that is, the same movements—with a client that Moshe had just done with that person. Suppose also, that you could then erase from the client’s memory the fact that s/he had just received the lesson with Moshe. Now we bring the client back and have the android do the lesson. Would the results be the same? 

This is a thought exercise and there is no definite answer. It does serve the very useful purpose of revealing which of two camps you fall into. In the first camp, if you think the results of Moshe’s work and the android’s would be the same (and it will be clear in a moment that I do not), then the results of the lesson are simply due to the mechanical effects of the movements on the client’s nervous system. 

It may be an ingenious lesson, but if Moshe and an android devoid of awareness are interchangeable, then our work is ultimately reducible to a system of techniques; that is, a “list” of what to do in different situations. A technique-based methodology involves knowing how to “diagnose” (i.e., recognize what category this particular situation or case falls into) and then following the prescribed procedure or movement or technique for that particular situation. Technique-based methodologies ultimately take the individual situation (and all situations are essentially individual), finds some feature(s) it has in common with other situations, and tells the practitioner which technique is called for. In other words, technique-based methodologies destroy the uniqueness of the particular situation and fit it into a category for which there are prescribed procedures.

In very sophisticated systems (say, homeopathy) in which there are many possible categories to put things in, situations get close to being treated as unique events. However, no matter how refined one gets, ultimately, you are not working with this particular case but with the common feature shared by a collection of such cases. The response the practitioner makes is not the result of a direct one-to-one relation with this particular, but with this particular as an instance of a class.  

To think of Functional Integration as a version of this kind of methodology is seductive because it is difficult to imagine that there can be a “therapeutic” system that does not involve some kind of taxonomy of “pathologies” and techniques, a way to determine what to do when. After all, how would you proceed with a client when you are confronted with a brand-new, unique situation for which there are no existing categories?  This is the question we ultimately come to as practitioners when we try to move beyond technique into the realm of artistry. I think the possibility of having a method that is not technique oriented, like FI, has to do with awareness and this is what makes our work so powerful, effective, and beyond an android’s capacity.  (For further thoughts along these lines, see the excellent, thoughtful interview with David Zemach-Bersin in In Touch, 2nd quarter 2005). Let’s explore this possibility. 

I think Moshe indicated in many ways that his work was not technique driven.  For example, he said many times, “If you do what you know you may not do what the client needs.”  It was clear that we have to be able to do the seemingly impossible and provide for each person something on an individual basis.  As he also said, “FI is two central nervous systems becoming one.” What could awareness be such that we can become one with them and provide them with the unique experiences that they need?  How could our awareness function so that we can understand and engage meaningfully with the particular? 

The possibility I want to suggest is that an aspect of a developed interpersonal awareness is the capacity or property of our consciousness to experience another person’s experiences directly and to know what is going on in someone else’s body non-inferentially and non-deductively. Viewed this way, FI is a training to develop beyond our original social apprenticeship, even beyond empathy, and become skillful, as Moshe said, in “attuning to another person” and literally feeling their experience as our own. I believe that Moshe was a master of this. On one occasion when asked what he does in FI, Moshe responded, “I attune myself to someone else. No, that isn’t right. I let them attune me to them.”  His correction gives us an important insight into this process.  

I am suggesting here that it is possible to experience another person’s somatic experience directly and feel them over there in their body. One could say that this is just not so and that it flies in the face of our ordinary experience; that all subjective somatic experiences are “private” and that all our knowledge of what is happening in someone else is based on some kind of inference or deduction from our experiences of them or from what they tell us about themselves. For example, ordinarily when we touch someone with our hands, we feel the impact on our sensory apparatus of the quality of their tissues and bones. We use this tactilely acquired information to formulate some sense of both what is happening in their body and, potentially, their subjective experiential reaction to what is happening in their body. For me, although this is a very sophisticated deductive process, it nonetheless  leaves us with, literally, only arms-length information. I believe we are capable of more and that the reason the ordinary view is ordinary for us is because we believe and live in it as an absolute truth and therefore don’t experiment with alternative possibilities. As I said earlier, we have stopped our apprenticeship and explorations in this realm too soon.

How did I get started on this track in the first place? Many years ago while I was still in training with Moshe, I put my arm around a friend at a party as an expression of affection. As I touched her neck and shoulder I said, “This is painful.” She said it was painful and observed that someone else would have said it was tight, a description of their experience of the tissue rather than the subjective experience of the person. I stopped to examine my own experience in that moment to see why I said it was painful, and realized it was not tightness that I felt (tightness being a quality of the muscles that I would have deduced through the experience of the degree of resistance that I felt in my hand). What I actually felt with my hand was pain in her shoulder. I felt her pain in her. I have never found a simpler way to describe this experience even though I have struggled for many years to find one. I took this incident seriously and began to explore and develop this sense systematically and intentionally.  

Let me be clear: Although I am suggesting that we can be open to and experience another’s sensations as if they were our own, I do not mean that we feel their sensations in our body. I mean that we access their sensations with our hands, in their body, where they feel them. We are able to feel not just the tightness of their muscles, but the pain that might be their subjective experience of this tightness. I would also say that we can feel their apprehension or other emotions around moving their painful joints. This allows us to move them with great mastery and sensitivity because we feel directly and immediately with our hands the sensations our movements are creating and how they are reacting. We have direct feedback about the effect of our action because it is as if we are doing the movement to our self.

Isn’t this a version of what we do at a simple level when in FI we fit the world to the client and make them more comfortable with rollers and props?  We honor their subjectivity so that they can cease the struggle against an objective world that doesn’t fit. To do this well involves subjectively feeling their experience as if it were ours. We can provide for them what we would provide for ourselves were we having the same experience.

Although no one but a hard-core sense-data epistemologist would deny that two people can literally see the same physical object in space, we balk at the possibility of sensations being just as public to our touch. But Moshe did say that in FI when we touch another person, we form a new organism with two bodies, four arms, and four legs. Why not explore the possibility that in this new entity in which two central nervous systems become one, one part can experience what is happening in the other part without taking on that sensation?  Since the consciousness of the practitioner now includes that other entity as part of itself, the sensation is already there in the “shared space” of the two but occurring in the body of only one of them. Isn’t this what happens at the finest levels of skilled love-making where each person seems to know what the other is feeling and can heighten their partner’s pleasures accordingly?  Is it not uncommon for two people to share a very private experience (“private” in the sense that it is internal and subjective rather than public) and talk about it with the mutual sense that they are talking about the same thing and that they shared the same moment and experience together?  Moshe often compared FI to a form of love making and I suggest that one look again at videos of him working, keeping in mind the model I am suggesting, to see this in action. 

I can also say from my personal experience of his touch during many lessons with him that it literally felt that he was in my body experiencing it and moving it from the inside.   It was as if he was using his musculature and brain to move my body directly as an extension of his, and this experience became encoded in my brain as the experience of how I could feel and move even without his assistance. He would often point out when he was moving someone that you could not tell whether he was moving the person or the person was moving him. They were so connected that it looked ostensibly the same. As a friend whom I brought for a lesson said, “He took over my body.” It would be an interesting topic of discussion for practitioners who received work from him to describe the subjective experience of his touch and to hear the terms in which they made sense of it.

In considering this possibility it is important to look at the issue of boundaries between the practitioner and the client. There are several facets to this. First is the issue of presuming that we know what the other is experiencing and acting on this as if it were true. I suggest that one not make this presumption. To do so is arrogant and is not part of the experience I am advocating. To develop and fine-tune our awareness in the direction I am suggesting, I recommend that a practitioner ask a client often at first while they are working what the client is feeling. In a similar way, we might be watching something public, like a sunset, with a friend and pointing things out that we are seeing to find out if they are seeing them as well. If the practitioner has a sense of what the client is feeling, checking can help calibrate the accuracy and develop confidence in this skill. For example, for starters one may just feel someone’s body to feel where there is pain and ask, “Is this painful here?”  You might then try moving the limb as if it were your own, staying in touch with the sensation the client is having and being careful not to produce or increase the pain. As a suggestion for further development, it is often possible to feel how “old” a pain is (roughly when it occurred in their life), and even further, their emotional reaction to having the pain. When I begin working with a person I often check out whether I am in touch with their sensations by asking them what they are feeling as I touch different parts. It helps me adjust and attune to them more accurately.

Secondly, one must be careful about invading someone else’s space. I liken the process of attunement to being invited into someone’s home. You don’t jump in and start rearranging furniture or wander around into bedrooms and other private spaces. Once you are in the front door you begin to see how they relate to their space and act accordingly. It is the same working with a client. Their part of the joint organism you have formed is still their part. You have access to it but it is not yours. It is an honor to be invited to touch someone and the space of their experience is sacred. I mean that quite seriously. They invite you in to help them become more themselves, not to rape, pillage, and plunder. Respect for the person and humility and awe are the appropriate attitudes to have when doing FI.   

Psychologists often refer women to me who have been molested and abused as children. These women often have physical problems with which I work in conjunction with their psychotherapy. I let my sense of how open they are dictate the level of intimacy I establish with them. Often I ask permission even to touch them and never presume from one lesson to the next that I still have this permission until they tell me it is unnecessary to ask. Throughout our sessions, I am connected with them and their experience in a way that generates how I am showing up to their conscious mind. It is an intricate dance.

There is the possibility for sexual abuse or exploitation by a practitioner in any kind of hands-on work. It would seem that the model I am advocating increases this possibility. Actually I think it is the opposite. The developed sense of interpersonal awareness I am espousing precludes exploiting the other for our own purposes. My experience is that the awareness I am talking about carries with it the sense of how to relate appropriately to another person. It is a consciousness that treats the other person as center and it carries its own built-in ethical concerns and propriety. I do not think that one can honestly be in this state of awareness and violate the trust and privacy concerns of the other, because their issues, hurts, emotional wounds, and desires become ours. Not because we take them home with us and “suffer” them, but because they are theirs and we have joined with them as one. Done well, FI truly is a form of love.

Experiencing a client with awareness allows us not only to know them directly but also allows them to feel they are the subject rather than the object of the lesson. We enter their world rather than insisting, as happens in many therapies, that they enter and fit themselves to our world, our presumptions, and our models. If we shift our focus from feeling the client from the outside and moving them as an object in space, to a kind of focus where we know and move them directly and are available to them as an extension of themselves, something shifts in the client and they begin to focus on their own experience in a different way that is more conducive to learning. You can see the focus in their eyes go from being externally oriented to a focus that is internal and self-exploratory. I suggest this happens because they are discovering themselves through our engagement in discovering them, and through our awareness in serving their well-being.

The client’s experience that we are engaged with them as the center is the reason why the android cannot do FI. For a client, feeling that “they are being done to” is radically different than feeling that someone has joined with them so that they are the source of the movements. They sense profoundly that they are not alone in their difficulty when someone (a practitioner) shows up with this intimate understanding and “gets” their world from the inside. Moshe said that if we touch a person properly they sense that they have come to the right place and that even if we do not bring relief to them right away we will have a client for life because they recognize that if anyone can solve their problem, it is us—a person caring for them and taking the time to discover them and their uniqueness rather than someone applying a hit-or-miss technique. 

I want to make some suggestions for how to explore and develop this awareness. We are each a subjective world. We each have our own thoughts, feelings, and emotions. We each move idiosyncratically, so much so that, as has been observed, our walk can serve as a signature identifying us even from a distance. In order to be aware of someone else, we must start by realizing that “that world over there,” the subjective world of another, is different from ours. It is not a question of good or bad, right or wrong. It is simply a question of appreciating that their subjective experience is different.

Next, it is important to realize that we can turn down the volume on our own subjective experience, and attune ourselves to someone else. I recommend simply sitting with another person—it need not be a client—and appreciating that you are sitting in the presence of a whole different subjective world that is experiencing you as a being, as an “object” in their world. You are in their space, rather than they being in yours. Your actions and words have experiential consequences for them. This is not hard to do. We all know how other people show up in our world because it happens all the time. It is the nature of human consciousness to primarily experience someone else as “other” in our world. Usually, however, we take our subjective world to be objective and assume that it is the one everyone experiences. I am inviting you to have the experience of granting this same centrality and authorship to others and experiencing yourself as being an “object” having subjective consequences in their world. This is useful, not just in FI, but in having a successful relationship with a partner.

Then, allow yourself to literally feel what it feels like to be them. You may start simply with how they are sitting, realizing that their sitting posture, which is an objective artifact in the world for you, has associated with it from their side many subjective sensations. Allow yourself to feel in them what those sensations are and where they are occurring. Some parts may look “scrunched” and seem to feel a certain way. Others may look alive and full and feel a different way. Stay with this until you begin to have a sense that you are in their space feeling what they feel. This, of course, seems to beg the very question of how you do that. It is not a linear process. At some point you simply make a “quantum leap” to this awareness. You can only set the stage and the experience ultimately jumps out. It is like looking at those pictures that look like nonsense until your focus shifts and suddenly a vivid three-dimensional scene springs out.

Imagining how you would feel if you were sitting that way is a step in the right direction. After feeling how you would feel in that posture, begin to feel that feeling happening over there in their body. When you feel that you are feeling their experience, ask them what they are feeling. Fine-tune your skill with feedback from them. Use your partner for guidance and confirmation. I remember one lesson I had with Moshe where he spent a long time touching me under the lower ribs in the front. It was unbelievably painful. Finally he said, “It feels like crabs pinching you, doesn’t it?”  Oddly enough, that was exactly the thought going through my head and how I would have described it had he asked me. That I felt he knew this feeling with his hands made it safe even though the pain was terrible. 

Another important practice is simply to touch someone else with the idea that you can feel their pain with your hand. Explore them slowly and gently, although firmly enough to make good contact with their skin and soft tissue. Realize that you are touching a world that has sensations going on in it and you are trying to tune into these sensations. Realize that aside from feeling sensations already going on, your touch is creating other subjective sensations that you can feel. Notice places that feel different to you texturally and imagine what it might feel like from their side. If you feel there is pain in a place (“feel” that there is pain, not “infer from data” that there is), ask them. Whether you were right or wrong, move on and keep exploring. 

Keep an open mind and keep checking to see whether the information you are getting about their experience is direct or inferred cognitively from other data you are receiving through your hand. I would be interested in hearing about the results from any practitioners experimenting in this area.

In closing, I want to speculate on what accounts for this capacity of awareness I have been exploring and to offer a picture that may help. A lot is made these days of quantum physics and its implications for consciousness. It has been demonstrated that the movements of two particles separated by thousands of miles are directly related in some way that we do not generally fully fathom. So, unless we have a mathematical understanding of the universe, we create stories in order to make sense of what is not otherwise understandable to our ordinary consciousness given our cultural training. My story and how I understand my experience of feeling another person’s sensations as mine involves understanding my consciousness as a field that is larger than the physical body.  I attribute to this field an “intelligence,” a consciousness, a capacity for experiencing. When another person’s body is in my field and our fields “intersect” my field has access to information about what is going on in their body. Since their body is in my field and my field permeates it I can feel what is happening in it. I feel it in my field but over there in their body, not in my body. It is an experience in the field and I have access to it as an experience, but one they have brought to the party.
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�Movement awareness, even in  ATM, is not only personal, is it?





