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Essentials and Existentials 

 
Hidden in Plain Sight 
 

When we begin our Shiatsu studies, we discover a world of delights and a universe of 
challenges. We find that we already inhabit a range of skills we never even dreamed of, and we 
unfold a spectrum of intuitive abilities that were previously hidden in plain sight. 
 
We learn to move, position and breathe through our bodies through a variety of old and new 
postures. For example, we start to use the crawling position, which we had abandoned as 
toddlers, only to find that it possesses unique characteristics we had never really considered 
during our earlier experimentations. We discover its solidity as well as its enormous flexibility. 
We feel how it links the initially mysterious hara with the luxurious and perhaps elusive length 
of the spine. We notice that it provides the perfect vehicle for transferring body weight almost 
effortlessly onto - and into - the body of a receiver. 
 
We discover Seiza, with its all challenges and delights. Initially, the obstacles for some of us are 
considerable, after varying lengths of time spent sitting (and slouching) in chairs and sofas, 
paying no attention whatsoever to posture, alignment or breath. Our joints are closed and our 
muscles cramped but slowly and delightfully we find our bodies adjusting to this new set of 
demands and savouring the benefits bestowed.  
 
Seiza means quite literally “correct sitting”. Correct in this sense includes the ability to maintain 
the spine in an elongated position, allowing the vertebrae to seek and gradually establish 
mutual space and distance. Our back muscles extend and relax, as do the large muscles of the 
thighs. The knees enjoy their full range of motion, and the shoulders can begin their descent 
back into a healthy relationship with neck and chest. All of this helps the diaphragm find a new 
freedom, unleashing a universe of memory and liberation. 
 
 

The World of Touch 
 

Above and beyond all this postural exploration, we move into the world of touch. At first, we 
might experience some nervousness, even reluctance in some cases. Our cultures enforce more 
or less absolute taboos around touch, and from an early age we learn to back away from many 
forms of social touch except the acceptable ones, including the sexual varieties. In Shiatsu, we 
are asked to touch with a sense of intimacy but without the sensuality we have come to 
associate with touch in amorous encounters. The beauty of this is that we can now allow our 
long-inhibited sense of touch to expand and flower into life. 
 



As we do so, we have the opportunity to make use of every single touch encounter we have 
ever had in our lives, and feed the responses elicited into a wonderful world of holistic 
congruence. We intuitively recall all those times we shook hands with someone and felt either 
firm, welcoming presence or instead something cold, inhibited, absent and withdrawn – or 
perhaps something far worse but difficult to name. We revisit the numerous embraces we have 
felt and their enormous range of direct contact versus absence and hesitancy. Think of the 
simple matter of how much of your frontal body surface is met and acknowledged as people 
have hugged you. Was it enclosing, complete and equal? Or was it partial, lacking and absent?  
 
As we move into the formal techniques of Shiatsu, we have incredible use of all these past 
experiences. We already know in our bodies how people are and how they feel. As we learn the 
basic techniques of simply walking our palms over someone’s back, we have use of all of these 
years of experiences, accumulated during everyday life in a myriad of different situations – 
some intimate and cosy, some formal and distant. 
 
As we begin to palpate the hara of our classmates, we feel instinctively the health or otherwise 
of the tissues as they either yield to or resist our approach. Even as our fingers sink into deep, 
lifeless spaces that say little or nothing, we find clear and sometimes sharp contrasts in 
neighbouring areas that speak of defences wound up to breaking point – sometimes in the 
same hara. Most of the haras we palpate in class are fairly healthy and internally consistent, but 
as we move around the class, the contrasts are nevertheless staggering and speak volumes 
about the range of information available to us through simple touch that is gradually trained 
and refined to become both disciplined and fair – we use more or less the same gentle touch 
for everyone, so that our own standards become just that – standards, from which we can 
easily detect any deviations from a perceived norm.  
 
Fairness and egality are important aspects of our experiences and experimentations as we 
move forward. As we develop our own standard of touch, its strength and firmness, its 
gentleness and curiosity, we put in place a lens through which we can see, a channel through 
which we can listen. Once our consistency is established, there is no limit to what we can 
perceive. 
 
 

Expect Nothing, Expect Everything 
 

One of the primary obstacles to development in Shiatsu and related arts is the awkwardness of 
adapting our natural awareness, fluid motion and intuitive flow to the beast of “theory”. We 
have all experienced this to greater or lesser degrees, both as students and practitioners, and 
even more so as teachers. My own approach is to as often as possible allow theory to take 
second place to practice. An exercise can be sketched out, then practiced and in retrospect 
given formal labels of diagnosis and association.  
 
Too often, in all sorts of endeavours, humans are encouraged to study the map before 
encountering the landscape. Anyone who has taught an intuitive practitioner with fairly long 



experience has also experienced the joy of lighting up aspects of their experience with the 
imagery and logic of Oriental medicine. Consider how natural this is. Babies stick things in their 
mouths long before they can use those mouths to name things, or even begin to understand 
the verbal constructs used by adults to identify and distinguish them. 
 
This is one of the keys to keeping the confusion to an absolute minimum. For I have 
encountered the exact opposite – students who are so paralysed by excessive amounts of 
information, especially diagnostic, that they are utterly incapable of doing a treatment half as 
good as the ones they created almost effortlessly and with abundant joy as beginners. 
 
 

The Map and the Landscape 
 

This same dilemma can be approached from a parallel discipline – Qigong. Many Qigong forms 
embrace ideas associated with energy centres, meridians and other aspects of the system we 
know as Oriental medicine, but approached though movement and posture rather than 
interaction and touch: same-same but different. As an instructor, it can be a challenge when 
presenting and explaining these concepts because very few Qigong practitioners inhabit the 
skill set typical of Shiatsu practitioners, in particular the conceptual knowledge we begin to take 
for granted after a year or two of training. 
 
Wherein lies the challenge? It lies in precisely the question of how useful a map is or how 
harmful it can be when placed over the landscape to be explored. The purpose of Zen koans is - 
at least partly – to dissolve the thinking mind of the practitioner and open gates of perception 
and knowing hitherto sealed. Qigong functions in a similar way with its initially weird and 
sometimes outlandish movements and postures. Needless to say, these quickly become natural 
in a new way once they become familiar, and their internal logic is unequivocal when the 
benefits accruing to physical, emotional and mental health begin to manifest. 
 
But what of the place of conceptual knowledge here? To a beginner, or one who has neither 
depth nor range in terms of previously acquired knowledge, informational overlay can certainly 
be helpful but only if kept to a minimum. Experience needs to be the primary focus of 
attention. Thoughts directed anywhere but into the unfolding act itself are simply misleading 
and thus detrimental. This is the part where we do not build up expectations – expect nothing is 
what we encourage. Why? Both to avoid confusion and distraction but also, and here we come 
to the real magic, to open the doors of infinity. 
 
It is not uncommon for students, in any discipline, to grasp or experience things their teacher 
never has and never will experience. Why should this even surprise us? If infinity exists, it will 
display itself in an infinite variety of ways. The corollary is that no two humans will ever 
experience the exact same thing, and indeed no human will ever experience exactly the same 
thing twice. As we teach a Qigong form, we must accept that some of our students will 
experience depth, breadth and variety or simply nuance and texture we ourselves have not 
previously encountered. The opposite would be nonsense.  



 
 

Mu Shin and Wu Wei 
 

When we remove expectations, we open the flood gates of infinity and allow anything and 
everything to manifest: expect everything. In Shiatsu we talk about Mu shin and we teach Wu 
wei, concepts borrowed from antiquity, but routinely used in all circumstances by anyone 
engaged in creative method anywhere in the world. 
 
As we teach diagnosis, meridians, five element associations and the enormous range of 
theoretical constructs developed over four or five thousand years of Oriental medicine, we 
might allow our students to stay in Mu shin and Wu wei, as they plunge into the world of 
concept and design. Some of the material is simple and immediately touches the intuitive mind. 
Other aspects seem obscure, even complex, and are digested only very slowly after repeated 
exposure and a great deal of processing. 
 
We know that developing technique takes time. We also know that allowing new knowledge to 
become part of our being can take a while. We might also acknowledge that integrating these 
disparate elements takes even longer. A three-year course at any given institution is only a 
beginning. It is also entirely abstract, given that any given individual will have quite different 
needs and appetites. The real study begins in the crucible of formal or informal professional 
practice – on whatever scale the individual is capable of or has the inclination to attempt. 
 
 

The Art of Diagnosis 
 

Diagnosis is something we have all been doing since birth. Each time we listened to our parents 
and siblings or gauged their body language we were diagnosing. Every time we go to a social 
gathering, we immediately switch into diagnosis mode as we sense the various moods and 
energies on display (or not…) At work, we continually assess the wellbeing or otherwise of our 
bosses and fellow workers. In the street, on public transport and in shops we notice all kinds of 
behavioural cues. We instinctively avoid certain people and situations because we sense that 
there is something uncomfortable or even dangerous on offer – something we find ourselves 
reluctant to engage with. 
 
Handshakes and embraces reveal polarities which we are instinctively aware of but routinely 
hold back from assessing in any formal or structured way. The exact same thing applies in 
Shiatsu. 
 
The huge advantage we provide our students with is kata. We teach them basic techniques in a 
certain flow, which, when mastered to a proficient level, provide a basis for treatment in 90% of 
situations. These kata may look slightly different from school to school, but they fulfill the exact 
same function – optimal engagement with minimal thought. 
 
 



Optimal Engagement with Minimal Thought 
 

Place your mind inside these kata. The body moves, it manoeuvres itself into an optimal 
position and from there delivers weight and touch. Move your awareness into the hands – 
notice how they form themselves around the natural folds, mounds and crevices of the human 
body. Feel how they sense exactly how to envelope the rising and the seek to gently fold into 
the falling. This burgeoning awareness through posture and touch is then augmented by breath. 
 
In shiatsu we teach all kinds of breath and movement exercises. Every school has its specialities 
and every teacher will favour certain sets. No matter. The essential thing is creating awareness 
and then infusing that awareness into the relationships between breath, posture and 
movement. These relationships may at first be fairly stiff and unsupple, unnatural even. There 
are a zillion reasons for this, but plenty of that initial awkwardness gives way quite rapidly to 
fluid grace and the result is almost always more authentic and natural breathing. 
 
We now place this natural breathing into the internal workings of our kata. If we observe 
carefully, we will notice that our student breathes differently while approaching or negotiating 
with different textures in the encountered body geography. We see quite clearly that diagnosis 
is in full flow. We do not call it diagnosis. There is no need and it can be harmful to do so too 
early. Nevertheless, this is what is occurring. 
 
The body of the practitioner is engaging with the body of the receiver – though touch, breath 
and awareness. Once this is an established habit, then we might inform the student that they 
have mastered the basics of diagnosis. After this, there only remains the task of formalizing that 
which is already known. 
 
Through practice – knowledge.  
Through touch – awareness.  
Through awareness – diagnosis. 
 
 

Diagnosis is Treatment and Treatment is Diagnosis 
 

One of the lasting contributions Masunaga made to Shiatsu was an insistence on the ancient 
dictum that diagnosis-is-treatment-is-diagnosis-is treatment and so on. That continuum is our 
guiding light as we navigate and then in turn guide our students through the joyful labyrinth 
that diagnosis then becomes. 
 
If we remind ourselves often enough and then remind our students on a continual basis that 
they already know all they need to know about diagnosis, things get a lot easier and far less 
complicated. If we approach practice through the time-honoured mantras of Mu shin and Wu 
wei, we keep things on a level where reality is free to present itself in all its wealth, its 
abundance and, of course, its tragic debasement. 


