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Mental Health Is in the Body
By Karl E. Humiston, M.D., Certified Rolfer™

Have you ever wondered whether, as 
a trained and experienced Rolfer, you 
can properly deliver a normal Rolfing® 
Structural Integration (SI) series to a client 
who appears to have mental or emotional 
problems? The answer is yes, especially if 
you understand the true basis of mental 
health, which is in the body – a realm 
in which you have much to offer that 
client. I say that from my background as a 
practicing clinical psychiatrist.

Since finishing medical school in 1955, I 
knew my life’s calling was to help others 
to mental health. In 1959, at the University 
of Washington in Seattle, I completed the 
training required for board certification 
in psychiatry. Even then, I saw that I did 
not yet have what was needed to help my 
patients as I wished to; and two years later 
I went off to Scotland, to the University of 
Glasgow, for another year of psychiatric 
training. My eyes were opened further, 
as I saw that the interestingly different 
British approach to psychiatry came no 
closer to my dream than did the American. 
As valuable a credential as my 1964 board 
certification was, I knew by then that the 
orthodox practice which it represented was 
like a slow inner death for me.

No longer willing to follow the crowd and 
do what most other psychiatrists did, I 
trusted the adage “Seek and ye shall find.” 
I kept seeking, and found part of what 
I sought in family therapy and Gestalt 
therapy. That excited me to find more. In 
1968, I went to Esalen Institute, where I took 
a “Body Awareness” workshop with Ed 
Maupin. He had recently trained with Ida 
Rolf, and each time he mentioned Rolfing 
SI, I felt an inexplicable excitement. When 
I went through the Rolfing series with Ed, 
it changed me so much that I knew I had 
to become a Rolfer. In 1971, I resigned my 
career position as the director of a state 
hospital psychiatric residency training to 
be trained myself by Dr. Rolf.

Perhaps the highest compliment of my 
life was Ida telling me, “Karl, you are one 
of the seeing ones.” I guess I must have 
been; that’s how I got there, to her training. 
I was able to see instead of to explain, 
diagnose, analyze, and medicate people. 
Unfortunately, most practitioners in the 
mental health field misperceive the nature 
of mental illness. As a result, most mental 
health treatment is inadequate.

Over the years, I have become convinced 
that the essential cause of mental and 
emotional difficulty is disconnection from 
our conscious sensing. We have senses that 
should connect us to external phenomena 
(e.g., vision, hearing, touch); but especially 
important for mental and emotional health 
is to connect to visceral and other internal 
phenomena. In the mentally ill person, the 
movement and flow of sensory energy is 
blocked from his consciousness. “Chemical 
imbalance,” while it does at times accompany 
some mental illnesses, most certainly is not 
the cause of any of them, and interminable 
treatment of mental patients with drugs 
profits everyone but the patient. Similarly, 
psychotherapy is so much less effective than 
we wish it could be is simply because of 
what it is – a method to better organize the 
client’s thoughts, when what is needed is to 
better organize the client’s bodily structure, 
energy flow, and awareness. While there 
are many treatments for mental health 
problems, in my experience the only ones 
that lead to healing are those that restore 
lost awareness of these connections. Keep in 
mind that a poorly connected client’s bodily 
awareness might be blocked by toxins, such 
as drugs, ambient chemicals, or even yeast1 
metabolites. The presence of toxins will limit 
clients’ ability to connect with their senses 
– and with your ability to work with them.

What can you do, during a regular Rolfing 
session, to support your client’s healthy 
inner sensory connectedness? First, when 
it feels right to you to do so, suggest that 

the client notice where in the body he feels 
something – where, not what – and simply 
allow the feeling to continue. This alone 
will do more good than one might expect, 
as most people automatically (without 
really paying attention) try to escape much 
of what they start to feel in their bodies. 
Second, do the same yourself. It’s catching. 
Your clients (like your children) are more 
likely to do what you do than do what 
you say.

As F. M. Alexander said, “You can do 
what I do if you do what I did.”2 After 
forty-five years’ practice on myself, more 
happens when I instruct others to locate and 
allow their bodily sensations than when 
an inexperienced person offers the same 
instructions. In other words, the essence 
of helping in this dimension is wordless; 
as with Rolfing SI, our best work is the 
result of silently communicating patterns of 
energetic and structural organization from 
within our own bodies.3

Of course, our work is effective only to the 
extent that the client is available. If a client 
expresses great interest in the work, but fails 
to finish a basic series for no obvious reason, 
let him be. Often, these clients desire the 
benefits of Rolfing SI but are not ready to 
receive the full inflow of energy and feeling 
that can and should come with it. Just as no 
client can be required to yield to your touch 
and follow the lead of your fingers, no one 
can be required to look for his own internal 
feelings and choose to endure them to the 
end – the way that some of the greatest 
blessings come. Yet, as many of you already 
know, there is no satisfaction greater than 
helping a suffering person to healing, using 
your hands and consciousness to lead them 
toward that bodily blueprint of perfection 
– including mental health – where he was 
always intended to be. 

Karl Humiston is and has been for eight years 
the chairman of the Rolf Institute’s Ethics and 
Business Practices Committee. This article is 
based on his presentation at the Rolf Institute®’s 
October 2011 Membership Conference.
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Endnotes
1. The best information source I have 
found regarding the effective clearing of 
yeast toxicity is www.candidamd.com. 
(Disclosure: this is my son’s website, but 
it is not out of family allegiance that I 
recommend it.)

The Case Study Method:  
Year Two of the ABR/Uniitalo 
SI Postgraduate Program
Scientific Exploration  
of Rolfing® SI in the Holistic Paradigm
By Pedro Prado, Ph.D., Advanced Rolfing and Rolf Movement® Instructor

Perhaps the greatest challenge for the 
scientific investigation of our work is its 
essential holism: the multi-dimensional 
and holistic attributes that give structural 
integration (SI) its conceptual richness 
also complicate the scientific assessment 
of its results. Segmentation of reality 
and isolation of phenomena, often used 
for controlling multiple variables, in our 
context pose the risk of losing the whole, of 
overlooking the essence of the work. What 
we need is a scientific approach consistent 
with our paradigm.

To meet this challenge, the ABR (Brazilian 
Rolfing Association), in partnership with 
Centro Universitatio Italo Brasileiro 
(Uniitalo), São Paulo, Brazil, created a 
postgraduate program for Rolfing SI. This 
program is open to students in the last 
stage of their professional certification 
training (Unit III), as well as to practicing 
professionals. Program participants take 
university courses in scientific methodology 
and pedagogy and apply what they learn 
in the execution of formal case studies on 
the process of a class client or client in a 
practitioner’s clinical practice. Those who 
complete it are awarded the equivalent of 
a master’s degree.

The thirteen participants in our first class, 
which began in 2010, investigated topics 
running the gamut from the effect of Rolfing 
SI on low back pain or adhesive capsulitis 
(frozen shoulder); to how Rolfing treatments 
might contribute to the management of 

chronic diseases such as bipolar disorder 
and multiple sclerosis; to the nature of 
the Rolfing process as a therapeutic event 
which, like psychoanalysis, requires 
cooperation and participation between the 
client and practitioner as co-responsible 
agents. The 2010 studies were discussed 
in detail previously.1 Here, we present the 
abstracts of the case studies from the second 
class, which began in 2011.

The case studies for our postgraduate 
program are far more extensive than 
those of the basic certification training 
at the Rolf Institute®. At Uniitalo, the 
student researches a specific problem by 
engaging potentially useful theories, raising 
questions, developing hypotheses, and 
seeking methods to investigate them. The 
student then presents and discusses the 
outcomes according to accepted scientific 
parameters. The case study is both a method 
of investigation and the investigation itself. 
In both scope and level of effort required, 
the post-graduate program case studies are 
comparable to any other master’s thesis.

As the case studies show, their authors 
have accepted the challenge of employing 
a scientific approach consistent with 
our holistic paradigm. Each found a 
focus, defined a theme, and investigated 
a problem; and from this focus, observed 
correlations among the multiple dimensions 
of Rolfing SI and its taxomonies of access 
(structural, functional, psychobiological, 
and energetic). Even as they employed 

impeccable scientific methodology, they 
displayed an embodied holistic attitude, 
one congruent with the philosophical 
stance and conception of the human being 
that are fundamental to Rolfing SI. These 
researchers walked their talk, showing 
by example that science and holism can 
coexist, and that there can indeed be a 
science regarding a holistic activity.

The 2011 program participants and abstracts 
of their inquiries are set forth below. The full 
case studies are available in Portuguese 
(with abstracts in English) at the Ida P. Rolf 
Virtual Library for Structural Integration 
(www.iprlibrary.com or www.pedroprado.
com.br); at the ABR’s library; and at Uniitalo 
Library’s special collection of postgraduate 
program papers.

The contribution of Rolfing SI toward 
postural equilibrium, ease of locomotion, 
and quality of life in an adult with  
cerebral palsy

Investigated by Rosângela Maria Baía, Certified 
Rolfer™, Rolf Movement Practitioner 

This case study investigated how Rolfing 
SI, a holistic approach of reorganizing 
human structure in the field of gravity, 
might help functional adults with spastic 
cerebral palsy (CP). Our hypothesis was 
that by organizing muscular tonus, we 
could improve the subject’s balance and 
locomotion, thereby allowing the subject 
the possibility of a revised perception of 
her own movement – which might, in 
turn, enable better movement. CP patients 
have often carried since childhood a body 
image constrained by their diagnosis, and 
even by the very name of their disorder. We 
expected that a revised body image would 
allow the possibility of better postural 
habits, refined anticipatory motor activity, 
and improved motor skills – as well as 
produce an overall better quality of life.

The subject, an active fifty-two-year-old 
woman, received twenty-two sessions of 
combined myofascial manipulation (light to 
moderate touch) and movement education. 
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2. Quoted in The Resurrection of the Body: The 
Writings of F. Matthias Alexander by Edward 
Maisel. New York: University Books, 1969, 
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3. Anyone who wishes my help to improve 
his skills in this area is welcome to join my 
online coaching classes. No payment is 
required for participation. Register at www.
HumistonWellness.com.
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