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A cruel
reality

THE BIGGER PICTURE
Shalini Sinha

here are no “half-human
beings” in this world. There
is no one who is or was less
a human to begin with. No one
born anywhere in the world – of
any skin colour, religion or cultural
background – was conceived a
sub-human.
By the time we are born, we are
all whole and complete in every
way that is human. Even if some
societies insist that we are lesser,
these are beliefs imposed on us,
not true to us.
So how do we explain being
forced to imagine the idea that
hundreds of children could be held
captive and gunned down in their
school? As human beings, how can
one force another to consider –
worse yet, witness and experience
– such a reality? Most importantly,
how can one bring one’s self to
formulate the plan, put it into
action, or pull the trigger? And how
can one live with the memories
and loss from it?
We are not born with any
instinct or interest in torturing
each other. So how does this begin,

grow, and even gain momentum in
groups? And, this is not the first
time this has happened in history.
Our governments would have us
believe that the people they are
“fighting” – the terrorists – are
semi-humans who are inherently
evil and must be destroyed. The
argument is dressed in
well-pressed suits and carefully
considered speeches. Still, it
resonates a little too close to the
propaganda on the other side.
The shared rhetoric of most of
our western governments – the
apparent “defenders of universal
freedoms” – is that they respond in
caring, loving ways to all humanity,
and, most reluctantly, find
themselves having to protect their
people against the barbarians on
the outside who have not yet
evolved enough to see the wisdom
of their efforts. Their unwavering
image is as “reasonable” citizens
wishing to “communicate” but
forced to use violence. In reality,
these governments are driven by
fear and revenge (strangely similar
to the groups resisting them).

And they have a lot to fear. If we
explore the facts behind the
rhetoric, we notice (perhaps
remember) that these governments
in fact gained their wealth and
position through the
dehumanisation of those outsiders.
They have brutalised at least as
many and likely more, as they have
had access to institutionalised and
“justified” means.
They, too, have tortured
children and dislocated entire
populations. Their strategies have
not been limited to military targets
– recall the US dropped atom
bombs on two Japanese cities in
order to “observe its impact on
completely undamaged
environments”.
They also systematically raped
women in Vietnam, and have
trained fundamentalist guerrilla
groups. British and Russian
atrocities abound, as do Dutch,
French, German and others. To
now sit on the top of the hill and
claim to be better human beings
than those kicked to the bottom is
disingenuous, to say the least.

The smokescreen of benevolent
agendas, charity and protection
from suffering is keeping us from
discovering the real truth. The
established pretence furthers the
idea that we have “evil enemies”
and very little we do will change
that. They must be destroyed, and
we can delight in the fact that we
can now destroy them in mass
from further away. Underneath the
spin, no one appears to be truly
greater or lesser than the other.
The other, however, must still
stare into the eyes of their victims
before they destroy them.
Although it might make us feel
better about ourselves in the short
term, the current western ideology
of superior evolution damages us.
We all have the same capacities

(expressed with diversity, but
profoundly connecting,
nonetheless).
Our comfort allows us to forget
that humans are not born lesser,
but forced to become lesser. It
keeps us from fighting to
understand the true complexities
of our experience, and asking the
real question: what turns a human
being into a terrorist, be it
government-supported or
renegade?
No human seeks to destroy until
we have been systematically
treated as lesser – until we have
been brutalised, demeaned and
watched those we love be
destroyed. It is the experience of
cruelty that teaches us to be
vicious.

No human seeks to destroy
until they have been
systematically treated as lesser

Our country is one where the
wounds of violence, both from the
establishment and the resistance,
are still part of contemporary
experience. We hear the relevant
governments condemn the
resistance as barbaric and
animalistic, shielding their own
behaviour with the pretence of
goodness.
However, until we are willing to
recognise the experiences that
have pushed some human beings to
engage in such devastation – until
we stop believing that the distant,
sanitised devastation of our
governments is less destructive,
and find a willingness to hear the
credibility of another group’s
grievances – we will never stop the
violence long enough to recover
from the loss of our children.
ssinha@irish-times.ie
◆ Shalini Sinha is an independent
producer and journalist. She is a
counsellor on equality issues and
has lectured on women’s studies in
UCD. She presents RTÉ’s
intercultural programme, Mono.

The ‘no gain without pain’ philosophy has had its day. Exercise without hardship is today’s choice

Give exercise the gentle treatment
Sabine Volkmann
practises the
Feldenkrais Method.
The technique has a
following among
musicians, dancers,
actors and other
artists who either
need to have keen
body awareness and
flexibility or have to
hold their bodies in
certain positions for
long periods of time.
Photograph:
Bryan O’Brien

The gentle approach to
exercise works better in
the long haul of life, and
the Feldenkrais Method
embraces that approach,
writes Sylvia Thompson

M

ore and more people are turning
to gentle forms of exercise in the
belief that they can be just as effective and perhaps even more beneficial in the long term than rigorous routines
which place an emphasis on stamina and
strength.
The huge upsurge of interest in yoga
classes and the development of t’ai chi clubs
for older people is evidence of this trend.
Now, another form of gentle movement
exercise is gaining popularity in Ireland,
years after it has been established in the
United States, Germany and other mainland
European countries.
Known as the Feldenkrais Method, it is
practised in groups or in a more therapeutic
one-to-one context with a Feldenkrais practitioner.
“The Feldenkrais Method is neither a
therapy nor a treatment. It is a form of re-education which teaches the body how to move
more intelligently,” says Sabine Volkmann, a
German practitioner of the Feldenkrais
Method, based in Ireland.
“Very often, we have patterns of movement which are limiting and, in some cases,
lead to chronic pain,” she says.
In principle, the method teaches people
how to move with ease and less effort
through different sequences of exploratory
movements. The focus is that of “less is

more” rather than “no pain, no gain” and most
of the movements
are done while lying
on the floor.
“It’s non-competitive, the
movements
are
very
subtle and not
difficult to do,”
says Cliona
Farrell (55)

The central idea behind the Feldenkrais
Method is to re-train the brain into patterns
of movement which genuinely suit each individual best.
This form of central nervous system
re-training has also been found to be of benefit to people with neurological conditions
such as multiple sclerosis, cerebral palsy and
those who have had a stroke.

The Feldenkrais Method is neither a
therapy nor a treatment. It is a form of
re-education which teaches the body
how to move more intelligently –
Sabine Volkmann

My Kind of Exercise
Clare McKeon, columnist and managing
director of Bliss Massage & Beauty outlets
in Dublin, tells Patricia Weston the
gym is not her idea of fun
Are you a regular exerciser?
I do Pilates and work with weights – I walk
with weights on my wrists and ankles to
build strength. I’m not mad about exercise.
I wouldn’t be an exercise junkie but,
unfortunately, it’s necessary so I do it. You
have to be very careful about exercise and
you have to go with what your body is
telling you.

who attends group classes in the Feldenkrais
Method.
“And there is no right or wrong way of
doing the movements which makes a huge difference in your attitude towards the classes.
“Also, I find the exercises are quite unusual
and it can feel a bit strange but that is how it
gets your mind going. The classes have made
my body and mind more agile,” Farrell adds.

Ever been a member of a gym?
No, I think people are caught up in the
whole gym thing. People are getting
injured in gyms and I think it’s unrealistic
to ask people to pay full membership when
they join because 80 per cent of members
never come back – it’s a scam.
Are you a healthy eater?

Food is very important to me. I’m strict
about what I eat. I eat organic and buy all
my food locally. I don’t shop in
supermarkets. I’m quite hyper that way. I
think there’s a connection between ill
health and the chemicals present in food. I
get very distressed about McDonald’s. My
five-and-a-half year old hasn’t been yet
and I hope he never wants to go. The only
place where there is no McDonald’s is
Corsica so I think I’ll have to emigrate
there.
Any unhealthy habits?
Not really. I love food and I love to eat
meat. I love black chocolate and I like red
wine. I think crisps are disgusting. I don’t
think I eat unhealthily.
Have you ever dieted?
No, I’m too interested in food. I believe the
Atkin’s diet has had a huge effect on
people. I think it’s a positive diet because it
has educated people about carbohydrates.
Traditionally, we eat too many

carbohydrates in this country so it’s
helped people cut down on them.
Do you suffer from stress?
I’m really, really busy because I have a
column in the Sunday Mirror and I’m an
agony aunt for Woman’s Weekly and I own
my own businesses which is a big
responsibility and can be very stressful. I
watch TV to unwind. I love political
programmes and morning radio. I meet a
lot of stressed-out people in my job. I
think, as a nation, we’ve come through a
huge change and it’s had a negative effect
on us. People are working to live, which is
causing a lot of stress.
Patricia Weston recommends: a mini
anti-stress workout that will stretch and
strengthen muscles and alleviate tension.
◆ Rise up on the balls of your feet. Hold
this for two seconds and gently rock back
onto your heels, pointing your toes
towards the ceiling. Repeat four to five
times.

“In Germany, a lot of people with MS do
Feldenkrais because the more you know
about how you can move before you lose
some ability to move, the more you can get
some functional movement back again afterwards,” explains Volkmann.
“Also, after someone has a stroke down one
side, they can work with their good side and
the brain transfers this information to the
other side, giving them some movement back
again.”
The Feldenkrais Method also has a following among musicians, dancers, actors and
other artists who either need to have keen
body awareness and flexibility or have to
hold their bodies in certain positions for long
periods of time.
It was founded by the Russian-born physicist, judo expert and mechanical engineer,
Moshe Feldenkrais (1904-1984), who believed
improving movement was the most direct
way of improving quality of life.
After first training students in Israel,
Feldenkrais moved to the US in the 1970s so
his approach would become better known.

Since then, the Feldenkrais Method has
been taught throughout the world and, in
some cases, transformed into new exercise
programmes such as the somatic education
programme developed in the US by Thomas
Hanna.
Volkmann believes body awareness has
been something many of us have neglected at
our peril.
“I think, especially in Western cultures,
people have become so disconnected from
their bodies. If you have a back problem, the
advice is often to strengthen the back muscles
but a back problem can come from a weak ribcage.
“If you learn to have a more flexible chest,
the movement in the body gets more distributed and the back gets more support.
“Strengthening muscles alone might give
you brief relief from a problem but it often
doesn’t tackle the underlying cause,” Volkmann says.
“Really, it’s not about fixing something. It’s
about learning how to use our bodies more
appropriately,” she adds.
◆ For details of practitioners of the Feldenkrais Method in Ireland and Sabine Volkmann’s
work, see www.ascendant/ie/feldenkrais.
◆ See also www.feldenkrais.com and www.
feldenkrais.co.uk

◆ Stand straight with your knees slightly
bent. Join your hands in a prayer position
in front of your chest and turn your torso
to the right, breathing out as you turn.
Turn back to the centre, then turn to the
left. Repeat four times on each side.
◆ Sit on the floor with your legs crossed.
Stretch out your arms to the sides like
wings with your palms facing the ceiling.
Rotate your wrists and hands rapidly but
gently, releasing all your stress into the air.
Take long, deep breaths and close your
eyes as you perform this exercise.
◆ To ease tension and stretch out the
lower back, kneel on the floor and bend
forward, allowing your forehead to rest on
the floor. Place your arms behind you with
your palms facing the ceiling. Take long
deep breaths and remain in that position
for as long as you feel comfortable.
pweston@eircom.net
◆ Patricia Weston is an NCEHS fitness
instructor, personal trainer and Pilates
teacher

Clare McKeon is strict about what she eats, buys
organic food and refuses to shop in supermarkets.

