Red or green? Two postural patterns.

By Mark Finch

We all know what good posture should look like, our mothers told us to “stand up straight” Why then is this so seldom experienced in our culture? Many of us feel our posture could be better, so what is keeping us from being fully upright or ‘standing up straight’?

What does it mean to be a fully upright being? There are several measures of ‘fully upright’ posture including the freedom of the breath, a horizontal balance of the pelvis, the balance of the pelvis over the feet, and the length in the spine and neck.  A fully upright being can be considered one that is as long (tall) as its potential, and which maintains this posture with a degree of ease. We can consider ‘fully upright’ as living the full potential of the body’s length, while maintaining ease in standing posture.

To see the complete picture of the upright human it is useful to look at the evolution of upright standing. Several important changes occurred in the primate pelvis that led to the human bipedal stance. In the transition from a quadrapedal to a bipedal stance, greater stability was required because of the diminished base of support. The pelvis changed shape to allow the muscles greater mechanical advantage at the hip in order to balance the large trunk over the pelvis. The role of several muscle groups changed from propulsion in the primate to stabilization in the human. This stabilization of the trunk over the legs is perhaps the greatest challenge in achieving full and easy upright posture. The centre of this challenge to stability occurs at the hip, the joint which so often influences the alignment of the entire body. Although humans are born with the structure necessary to achieve easy upright alignment, for many adults this goal is unattained. We can therefore look to the process of development for factors that may interrupt progress towards this goal of easy upright posture.

The human baby, unlike many of its mammalian cousins is essentially helpless when it enters the world. The baby starts its life completely dependant on the mother not just for food but also for movement through space. The small bundle wraps itself into a tight C-shape, and seems a long way from the upright posture of its parents. The next nine months is almost another gestation period, as the baby learns to occupy its own space and organize its body in the gravitational field. Over these months the baby will learn to lift its head and body up away from support and then balance itself over its small and unstable feet, to achieve what has only been happening for the last few ticks of the evolutionary clock, the upright posture of the human.

Many factors can interrupt the development of a human being. Any physical trauma, surgery or genetic deformation impacts on the physical body and its development. The mind’s perception of the body’s environment can also affect the process of development. 

The mind is most involved in the process of development when any event or environment is perceived as threatening or unsafe. In this situation the body responds with muscular contraction in order to protect the body or remove it from the threat. If the threat is intensely perceived and or ongoing, the effect quickly becomes learned and remembered in the body.

These muscular contractions often occur in patterns. Two common and instinctual patterns can be described as the Red Light reflex and the Green Light reflex. These two reflexes both serve to keep the body safe in response to a perceived threat. All too often the reflex quickly becomes habitualized in the body. The neurological system learns and remembers the reflex and the gesture (designed to keep the body safe) becomes a habitual posture. Over time this habitual posture becomes fixed in the fibrous body, or fascia. Lines of increased tension become thickened with connective tissue and now the habitual posture has become structural. Once the body has reached this stage the reflex is ‘set’ into the body. The gesture has become a habit, the habit has become a posture and the posture has become structure. The only way to change this habitual posture is by stretching and manipulating the fibrous tissue to create more options of movement. Fascia can be manipulated through various forms of bodywork, or through the consistent and skillful practice of yoga asana.

The ‘red light reflex’ (also called the withdrawal response) is a movement toward the primary ‘C’ curve of the infant. It is a ‘freeze’ based strategy, rather than a fight or flight based response to threat. The front of the body shortens and the sensitive abdominal area contracts into protection, the head however unlike in the baby, remains level, maintained by the innate response to keep the eyes level and maintain perspective of the horizon.

The withdrawal response is basically a neuromuscular response to stress, even a low level of ongoing anxiety can create this holding in the front of the body. The primary psychological goal of the withdrawal response is to protect the vulnerable parts of the body and return toward the safe posture of an infant. The physical effects however are quite different. 

The line of myofascia involved in this reflex makes its way up the entire front of the body, starting at the toes and finishing at the skull, called the superfiscial front line. This line includes the front of the legs, the abdomen, chest and neck. When the superfiscial front line (SFL) contracts it shortens the leg, abdomen, chest and neck tissues. The combined effect is a compression of the neck, a pulling down on the sternum, and posterior tilt of the pelvis. The effect of this habitual posture is often to create neck and shoulder tension or pain. The habitual holding in the abdomen restricts the flow of breath, compresses the internal organs and slows their physiological response. People can report lower energy levels, a sluggish mind and even depression after living with this habitual posture. The main functional impact of shortening the SFL is a reduction in the ability of the body to adapt to stress (though efficient breath and organ function). Paradoxically the strategy of shortening the SFL started as an attempt to adapt to the initial (or ongoing) perceived threat.

The green light reflex is a ‘fight’ based reflex. This reaction to a perceived threat or challenging event is to brace the body and gain control by taking action and lifting the body into extension. The chest moves up and forward, the pelvis moves forward bringing the weight onto the feet and the spine arches giving the impression of strength and control. The involved myofascia called the superfiscial back line  is responsible creating this movement by contracting. Starting the underside of the toes and including the entire back portion of the legs, spine and neck, the superficial back line (SBL) finishes on the skull. The effect of shortening this line of myofascia is to push the lower back forward and into extension, often creating tension and pain here. This posture also has the effect of compressing the kidneys and adrenal glands further stimulating the ‘action and control’ response that initiated the original strategy. People often report insomnia, high blood pressure, and eventually deep fatigue after living in this pattern.

The body has no distinction between a ‘good’ pattern and a ‘bad’ pattern; it merely takes on the pattern in order to feel safe. Often the pattern is less functional and efficient, yet the person overrides the subtle but constant information coming to their brain about the position of their body in order to maintain this safe pattern. 

By creating more options of movement through disciplines such as yoga or bodywork the body has the opportunity to relearn a new pattern of posture. By increasing awarness in the body and listening to the subtle information (about the bodies’ alignment), the nervous system has the opportunity re-solve and re-pattern responses that may have been held in the body for a long time. Patterns that started long ago and now are reflected in tough connective tissue hold the body in restricted movement and experience. The practice of movement and awareness allows the person to experience greater freedom in the body and ultimately the mind. By changing the fibrous body the person is given the opportunity to emotionally mature into the new physical freedom and experience emotional responses that are appropriate to their current environment and not based in the reflex to the perception of threat.

Although we are born with the structure to achieve the unique goal of upright standing many humans fall short of  fully developing into this posture. Reflexes to a perceived threat can involve the contraction of the whole body; these can become ingrained in our body and neurological system, holding the body in a response to an environment long passed. By using movement and awareness practices we can unwind old reflexes and find greater freedom in the body and mind.

