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Aik iSoma
Restor ing  the  D ign i ty 

o f  the  Body

AikiSoma is the body which has come 
to full life and which is consciously in-
habited. It is the body that has gained 
back its dignity. As Aikisoma, the body 
is no longer an object but a state. 

In the Western societies of today, 
cults of the body are spreading out 
where the body is manipulated, ex-
hibited, used, disregarded, or turned 
into a machine. In this more and 
more dominating current, the body is 
forced to function, and if it refuses 
to do so, it is repaired by „experts“ 
with frequently dubious success, of-
ten geared to top performance. If it 
is unable to perform in the desired 
way, a supermarket for pharmaceu-
tical preparations exists. If the body 
is not liked anymore, there is plastic 
surgery, body design, or the Botox in-
jection.
We understand the language of our 
body less and less; it has to scream 
with pain to be able to penetrate 
our deafness with the only result to 
be brought back to silence again by 
means of pain killers. Thus, the body 
literally becomes the Brother Donkey 
of Franciscus of Assisi, on which our 

ego rides with its phantasies of per-
formance, beauty, and eternal youth.
This state of unrelatedness and al-
ienation is the basis for many lengthy 
and chronic complaints; it reinforces 
and prolongs them. This common lack 
of relationship with the body causes 
a high degree of social costs and per-
sonal suffering; it lessens our qual-
ity of life and robs us of our dignity 
as embodied beings. In order to real-
ly come alive, it is necessary to wake 
up our senses again and to connect 
us as intensively as possible with this 
unfathomable, wonderful, pain-cre-
ating, pleasure-giving, ageing, and 
surely mortal temporary home which 
we call body. Then it could teach us 
something which goes far beyond 
this.
Every person embodying himself/her-
self more and more essentially con-
tributes towards his/her own hap-
piness in life and at the same time 
changes the situation in society. If 
body-awareness increases in our soci-
ety and reaches a threshold, a critical 
mass, so to speak, then it will not only 
change the structures of our health-
care system but also those at work, 
in education, leisure time, traffic, and 
probably also in a multitude of oth-
er domains. Environmental awareness 
has required about thirty years and a 
series of catastrophes to get out of its 
niche existence, to penetrate all sec-
tions of life, to reach the level of min-
istries, and to become an increasingly 
important subject of global politics. 
A similar kind of attention as we are 
meanwhile summoning in our deal-
ings with the outward nature is what 
our relationship with our body, our 
true inner nature, deserves.
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AikiSoma – being at home in 
one’s own body
The alternative draft to the prevail-
ing state of body estrangement is 
the state of perfectly alive, inwardly 
perceptible, and consciously inhabit-
ed body which I refer to as AikiSoma. 
In AikiSoma, the body is not an ob-
ject anymore but a state in which the 
body has gained back its dignity. 
Soma comes from the Greek (σῶμα) 
and describes the living, self-regulat-
ing and sensuously perceiving body. 
Aiki is an old Japanese term chosen by 
Morihei Ueshiba 1 , the founder of the 
martial art, Aikido, as central compo-
nent of the name of his art. Accord-
ing to Master Ueshiba, Aiki is the uni-
versal principle that keeps all things 
together. It became apparent to him 
as the harmony of nature, as the un-
ion of body and spirit, of the Self and 
of others, of the individual and of the 
universe.
This way of thinking is also not com-
pletely new to the people of the West; 
after all, the Greek root word of “har-
mony“ means “to join something to-
gether“ in the sense that it is the op-
posing forces which are compelled 
to form the unity and to support it” 
2 Harmony thus certainly does not 
mean a pale and weak state but rath-
er the unification of opposing forces 
as a state of greatest strength. 3 
AikiSoma is a concrete vision of hu-
mans as beings who have “come back 
to their senses“, respecting and ob-
serving their “being embodied“ as the 
nature which is theirs and who use 
this awareness to get into a relation-
ship with themselves, with their fel-
low human beings, and with the nat-
ural environment. Aiki-Somatics is a 

path to the state of AikiSoma and of-
fers the opportunity to walk this path 
in collaboration with others.
With Aiki-Somatics, a bridge is built 
between Eastern and Western views 
and approaches. According to Tho-
mas Hanna, an American philoso-
pher, former pupil of Moshé Feldenk-
rais and creator of the body therapy 
of Hanna Somatics, Somatics is the 
field in which the body is experienced 
from the inside by the perception of 
itself using postures and movements.4 
Thomas Hanna described this as the 
“First Person Viewpoint“ and clearly 
differentiated it from the “Third Per-
son Viewpoint”, which is prevailing in 
our society and in which one regards 
oneself as from the outside and then 
becomes aware of a body. This view 
from the outside is usually marked by 
a lack of self-awareness. In this case, 
body is then something which might 
belong to us, but it is not something 
we are. In a certain sense, the German 
language also knows this considera-
ble difference because it has words 
“Körper” as well as “Leib”.
 
What is Aiki-Somatics Training 
Like?
Aiki-Somatics improves the mobility, 
deepens respiration, normalizes the 
muscle tone without one-sidedness, 
and helps to restore an upright and 
symmetrical body. This way, the body 
can freely move around a consciously 
sensed centre. Aiki-Somatics weak-
ens counterproductive reflexes e.g., 
ducking down and holding of breath 
in case of fear and threat, and it ini-
tiates new reaction patterns, e.g., in 
the case of loss of balance and drop-
ping down; and it creates new trust in 
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the body. This way, the participants of 
the training get back to more natural 
movements and increasingly experi-
ence their bodies from the inside. In 
this manner, the mental and physical 
preconditions are created in order to 
cope with the challenges of everyday 
life in a creative and mobile way.
For this, six main subjects are focused 
on. Even though the individual exer-
cises are primarily assigned to only 
one of these subjects, the training 
frequently takes place in such a way 
that several or all of these subjects 
get touched upon.

1. Development of Body 
Awareness
It is elementary that we learn to start 
feeling as intensively as possible in all 
our postures and movements. Feel-
ing means to be in connection with 
the processes of the body, with its 
warmth, its tension, its extent and 
orientation within space, with all 
forms of pain, pressure, lightness, etc. 
To experience oneself means to bring 
the stream of information that unin-
terruptedly enters into the brain from 
the inside of the body via the senso-
ric nerve tracts into awareness and 
which usually remains unconscious. 
In feeling, life becomes aware of it-
self. 5 
Normally, the terms for feeling and 
feelings are used synonymously; 
however, there is a considerable dif-
ference. As opposed to feeling, terms 
for feelings like joy, annoyance, fear, 
or fright already contain evaluations 
of the feeling. Here, however, feeling 
should be all about immediate senso-
ric experiences. These experiences are 
to be perceived without evaluation. 

We are only able to feel what is now. 
Feeling transports into the presence; 
feelings, however, always hold a pro-
portion of memories of former expe-
riences.
Thus, Aiki-Somatics trains the ability 
to reconnect with the body in a direct 
and an immediately sensible way. We 
enter into a new kind of relationship 
with our body. We re-learn its lan-
guage: its vocabulary is the feeling of 
body awareness. For most people, the 
language of the body is limited to a 
few sentences like "this feels good”, 
“this is pleasant”, “this hurts”, or “this 
is unpleasant” - thus, in terms and id-
ioms that are already connected with 
evaluations. It is rather a question of 
developing the richness and complex-
ity of sensoric perceptions and to use 
descriptions which are free of judge-
ment and are almost physical terms 
like “warm”, “broad”, “long”, “sup-
ported”, “stretched”, “pulsating”, etc. 
This way, we add to our outward per-
ception a refined self-awareness and 
begin the real habitation of our body. 
We are returning home. Only within 
the framework of this renewed and 
deepened relationship with ourselves 
can further methods in the training of 
Aiki-Somatics develop their full ef-
fectiveness. In the beginning there 
is the attentive self-observation in 
tranquillity and movement. During its 
further course, the self-awareness is 
then further deepened in situations of 
interaction with others.

2. Finding your Centre
In a culture of permanently increasing 
distractions and diversions, we exist 
everywhere but not where we are 
right at the moment. The new media 

creates a suction of desensualization 
and body loss, and you only have to 
go on a trip using public transporta-
tion or walk through the pedestrians’ 
zone in a large city to convince your-
self of this. Spirit and body are split; 
one does not feel real in what one is 
doing but rather lives in a world of 
ideas and is not completely present. 
Basis for contentment and success, 
however, is a state of presence, and 
for this, physical and spiritual cen-
tring is decisive. 
Physical centring is connected with a 
state of relaxation, a medium muscu-
lar tone between slackness and ten-
sion. For this, an aligned and integrat-
ed body structure is necessary which 
allows the practicing of postures and 
movements efficiently with lowest 
possible strain. Whether we sit, stand, 
walk or lie down, our spinal column 
should be aligned, our respiration 
should flow freely and naturally, and 
we should feel our body from the in-
side. Structurally observed, in a well-
organized and upright positioned 
body, the main segments of head, 
shoulders, chest, pelvis and legs are 
arranged vertically above each other. 
This body structure requires only min-
imal muscular tension to keep upright 
in the gravitational field and there-
fore enables the best possible free-
dom of movement.6 Ida Rolf, creator 
of Strukturelle Integration, took the 
view that a body with such aligned 
structure even becomes energized by 
gravitation. He stated, “A symmetri-
cal, balanced pattern in the array of 
the material body segments of a per-
son allows its smaller field of energy 
to become reinforced by the larger 
field of the earth“. 7 Physical centring 
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thus gets us into the right relationship 
with the cosmic principle of gravita-
tion in which we live as physical be-
ings like fish in water - even though 
we are not aware of this most of the 
time.
Physical centring is made difficult 
because of a scheme which is much 
spread in the West: we live in a “cul-
ture of doers”, whereby mainly the 
shoulders and arms are used in physi-
cal activities, while the rest of the 
body is forgotten. We are “body-ori-
ented”, so to speak. Our physical cen-
tre, however, rests in the pelvis, and 
the strongest muscles are connected 
with it. It requires a lot of training 
and body awareness to establish the 
centre of activities ‘one floor below’ 
and to use the complete body togeth-
er with the pelvis during movements. 
The energy which is then released, 
with apparent ease, is often bewilder-
ing for untrained persons.
Mental centring requires a relaxed 
non-undistractedness. It is the mid-
dle stage between the extremes of 
strained concentration and careless 
relaxation. Being centred refers to the 
mind in a wide awake and simulta-
neously relaxed state with regard to 
outward objects of perception, to the 
body, or to one’s own mental process-
es. We do not allow the mind to stray 
and to occupy itself with things that 
have nothing to do with the Now. We 
are mentally present. This leads to a 
state of presence that allows free and 
direct answers to the events we are 
confronted with. This way, we step into 
the right relationship with ourselves, a 
state where we can experience an in-
ner peace and in which we can live up 
to maximal creativity and effectivity.

A vital means to centring oneself 
again is breathing. Breathing is the 
outstanding body process which can 
be unconsciously, vegetatively con-
trolled by the body and can also be 
consciously and arbitrarily controlled 
by the mind. Breathing is at the same 
time physical and mental, materi-
al and immaterial, unconscious and 
conscious process. The development 
of breathing awareness is an essential 
part of Aiki-Somatics training. There 
are a multitude of breathing exercis-
es and breathing techniques. In Aiki-
Somatics I teach a way of breathing 
that, apart from Budo arts, is prac-
tised in the traditional Japanese Noh 
theatre. Its principle lies in the tech-
nique of keeping one’s breath inside 
the lower abdomen at the right mo-
ment and – with the feeling of a firm-
ly filled energy sphere in the area of 
the body’s centre of gravity – to carry 
out actions in a powerful way with-
out breathing out. “One of the secret 
techniques of the Noh theatre lies in 
the knowledge of when you have to 
stop breathing. If for example you 
change from a sitting to a standing 
position, you breathe in while you are 
still sitting, then stop breathing, and 
get up without breathing out.“ 8 Ac-
cording to the Eastern paths of the 
body, this work with body and mind 
has at all times been a natural and in-
dispensable part of their practice.

3. Establishing Contact
Self-centring and a positive self-
awareness are fundamental for suc-
cessful contact. In contact, the "First 
Person Viewpoint“ experiences its ex-
tension by the “Second Person View-
point”. We move about in the border 
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areas between “I“ and “You“ in order 
to have the experience of a mutual 
being-together. Therefore, in Aiki-So-
matics this exchange is the interest-
ing part. Here, the exercise does not 
lie in a technique and the master-
ing thereof, but in the “air“ between 
the practising parts. The “intermedi-
ate space” is focused upon in terms of 
space and time. Everything important 
happens in these intermediate spac-
es - as in Aikido, the "right distance" 
and "right timing" for the effectivity 
of the applied techniques. Is it not 
true that frequently the most inter-
esting incidents of life take place in 
intermediate spaces?
In Aiki-Somatics training, special at-
tention is paid to the establishment 
of contacts. In the sense of touch, 
perception of others connects with 
self-awareness. “With the other sens-
es, this is not the case. If I see, hear, 
smell or taste something else, I do not 
at the same time have a correspond-
ing awareness of myself. But I can-
not put my hand on something other 
and sense it without sensing myself in 
the encounter with the other.“ 9 And 
much less am I able to touch anoth-
er person, e.g., his/her hand or arm, 
without feeling myself in this con-
tact. We cannot touch something else 
without touching ourselves.
This type of experience has disap-
peared from the life in Western cul-
ture to such an extent that it can 
“touch” us deeply inside once we get 
involved in this experience again. The 
sense of touch is therefore particularly 
suited for making new experiences in 
the intermediate space between self 
and others. If we really remain with 
ourselves here, physically and mental-

ly present, and in connection with our 
own centre, then this will give us the 
security to observe persons or events 
in an open and anxiety-free way in 
contact with external forces. Thus, the 
issue here is to find the “right rela-
tionship“ in the sense of Aiki.

4. Accept, Continue and 
Conclude
”Accepting what IS” means respect-
ing the “suchness” of any situation or 
person one has come in contact with. 
This might possibly be the most diffi-
cult thing for us, for we all live under 
the dictatorship of unconscious sup-
positions, preconceived opinions, and 
judgements. In order to accept in this 
sense, we will first of all have to let go 
of these handicaps. A person centring 
in herself/himself, a person without 
contact avoidance, will have fewer 
difficulties in achieving this.
Aiki-Somatics practises accepting 
persons and situations as they are 
now. One could then be able to ob-
serve even an attack as a “gift of en-
ergy”; the perceiving reaction spectre 
will increase tremendously. We take 
up the impulse that is directed to us 
and connect ourselves with it without 
losing our centre. For example, we do 
not put up any resistance against an 
attack; we do not start a fight,10 but 
rather connect ourselves with the at-
tacking energy and protect ourselves 
by establishing the right physical and 
mental relationship with the other 
person. In the case of a verbal dispute, 
accepting could mean to inquire, to 
have something explained, and to al-
low the position of the other person 
to retain his/her view, without having 
to take it upon ourselves.

From the point of centring, contact 
and acceptance, now – as a contin-
uation – starts a “dance of togeth-
erness”. In case of a physical attack, 
we protect ourselves in Aiki by not 
blocking the attack but by following 
its own logic of movement. If this is 
successful, one can use the energy of 
the attack and can simultaneously let 
a possibly underlying destructive in-
tention drain away without taking ef-
fect. In case of a verbal dispute, con-
tinuation could, for example, mean to 
introduce arguments into the process 
now in order to influence it in one’s 
own sense.
The aim is to conclude the interaction 
in such a way that no loser remains 
on the field. In a serious situation this 
would mean pointing out clear lim-
its to destructive or aggressive be-
haviour, while at the same time, re-
specting an aggressor in such a way 
that he is neither physically nor emo-
tionally injured. Even if he had not 
won with regard to his original goal, 
he would at least have had a chance 
to gain something with regard to an 
extended view. Win/win results are 
more frequently possible than is com-
monly thought. For this to happen, 
practice and most of all awareness 
are required - this is quite obvious-
ly what the world needs today on all 
levels: in our personal sphere, in our 
working life, and of course, also on 
the level of politics.
 
5. Releasing our Ki
The Japanese term of “Ki” stands for 
universal energy, or referring to living 
beings, for their vital energy. Energy 
in the sense of vital energy always 
has an organizing function. It is the 
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vital force that which brings forth or-
ganic life from dead matter and thus 
a higher organized state which from 
a physical point of view is more im-
probable than dead matter and which 
at the expiration of vital energy falls 
back into it.
Vital energy possesses a shaping intel-
ligence; it creates and maintains the 
structures of the organism by contin-
uous build up and break down in or-
der to guarantee its functions. If the 
vital energy is hindered by any reason 
or if it is partly or totally withdrawn 
from the organism, then those forces 
that can weaken it, make it sick, or 
destroy it will be active. 
This universal energy and power of life 
can be neither trained nor strength-
ened. It is infinitely larger than us be-
cause it has brought forth us. What we 
are, however, able to do and should do 
is to connect ourselves with it as far 
as possible. For this, we have to dis-
pose of the hindrances inside of us 
which stand in the way of this con-
nection. This removal of obstacles is 
traditionally aimed for by cleaning the 
body and the spirit. According to the 
founder of Aikido, Morihei Ueshiba, 
serious and devoted training in Aiki-
do already brings about this clean-
ing. “Practice Aikido seriously, and bad 
thoughts and deeds will disappear in 
a very natural manner. Daily Aikido 
training allows your internal divine-
ness to radiate brighter and brighter. 
Do not worry about right or wrong 
with respect to others. Do not be cal-
culating and do not act in an unnatu-
ral way. Align your heart with Aikido 
and do not criticise other teachers and 
traditions. Aikido embraces everything 
and cleans everything.” 11

Retreats have proved to be particular-
ly effective for the release of the KI, 
where one can – free from the usu-
al bustle and habitual distractions – 
concentrate on special exercises for 
body (postures and movements), the 
energy (respiration and voice) and 
spirit (mindfulness and awareness). 
During one of these one-week re-
treats the following poem came into 
being:

KI

We do not have to acquire any-
thing
that is so fundamental that we 
would not exist without it.
But let us discover anew
this fundamentally simple,
penetrating thing without a be-
ginning
which we had covered up with 
fear and hope,
with carelessness and conven-
tions.

We can experience it
when we align and straighten up 
our body again
with all the vitality and joy
which has belonged to an up-
right position since our earliest 
childhood.
We free our feet from the prison 
of careless uses
and really put our life on both 
our legs again.
We’re standing and walking 
again and again as for the first 
time.
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6. Body Experience and 
Spirituality
Only when we are perfectly present 
in our body will we be able to learn 
something through the body which 
surpasses the physical. “Religious 
leaders often speak about the neces-
sity to bring the spirit into tranquilli-
ty and to return to God. However, the 
spiritual aspect should not be over-
emphasized. Your body is the temple 
of the soul and the medium in which 
your true nature resides. Look after it 
well.” says the founder of Aikido. 12

Our “true nature” resides in our body. 
Through it, we existentially experi-
ence birth and death, joy and sorrow, 
delight and pain, health and sickness, 
and youth and old age. The body is 
the nature we are. The body can teach 
us humility for that which is greater 
than ourselves. The Irish philosopher, 
John O´Donohue, has described this in 
a poem :13

Our spinal column swings like an 
arched staff
and pulsates the tact with each 
step
of the kinetic melody of our body
up to the crown and further 
above.
We have finally stopped having 
a body,
and begin with our incorporation.

It moves towards us
when we stop
running after the one thing
that is as fleeting as clouds in a 
summer sky.
And when we stop running away 
from the other
that is as fleeting as the clouds in 
the winter sky.
When we ease off our gripping, 
born from fear and hope -
then, breathing, movement and 
awareness can flow together
in unconstrained presence.
Then the most simple things pos-
sess the power
to open the windows of our soul 
again,
and we ourselves and the world 
are transformed.

We do not have to acquire any-
thing
that is so fundamental that we 
would not exist without it.
But let us discover once again
this fundamental, simple,
penetrating thing without a be-
ginning.

Blessed be your body.
May you realize that your body 
is a beautiful and faithful friend of your soul.
May you experience peace and joy and 
may you understand
that your senses are holy thresholds.
May you learn that holiness is mindful regarding,
feeling, listening and touching.
May your senses collect you and lead you home. 
May your senses empower you forever 
to celebrate the universe
and the secret and the possibilities of your being here.
May the Eros of the earth bless you.
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Aiki-Somatics is a way of becoming 
conscious of us again as a part of this 
universal process for living our life in 
this awareness.

© 2012 Bertram Wohak
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