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If y ou  a r e a  m edica l pr ofession a l a n d h a v e been  tr a in ed in  a  “ civ ilised”  cou n tr y  y ou  pr oba bly  kn ow

n ex t  to n oth in g  a bou t  th e pr im a te Hom o sapiens  a n d h ow  th ey  su r v iv e in  th e w ild.  You  pr oba bly  do

n ot  kn ow  th a t  n a tu r e h a s pr ov ided a n  a u tom a tic m a n ipu la tor  to cor r ect  m ost  spin a l a n d per iph er a l

join t  lesion s in  pr im a tes.  In  com m on  w ith  m illion s of oth er  so ca lled civ ilised people y ou  su ffer

u n n ecessa r ily  fr om  m u scu loskeleta l pr oblem s a n d a r e discou r a g ed a bou t  h ow  to tr ea t  th e

ex pon en tia l r ise in  low  ba ck pa in  th r ou g h ou t  th e dev eloped w or ld.  Hu m a n s a r e on e of 2 00 species of

pr im a tes.  A ll pr im a tes su ffer  fr om  m u scu loskeleta l pr oblem s; n a tu r e,  r ecog n isin g  th is fa ct ,  h a s

g iv en  pr im a tes a  w a y  to cor r ect  th em .

Th e stu dy  of a n im a ls in  th e w ild h a s been  a  lifelon g  pu r su it .  I g r ew  u p w ith  tr iba l people a n d in

1 9 5 3 -4  com m a n ded a  pla toon  of A fr ica n  soldier s fr om  n in e tr ibes,  w h o ta u g h t  m e to sleep on  m y

side w ith ou t  a  pillow  so th a t  I cou ld listen  ou t  for  da n g er  w ith  both  ea r s.  I h a v e or g a n ised ov er  1 4

ex pedit ion s a ll ov er  th e w or ld to m eet  n a t iv e peoples a n d stu dy  th eir  sleepin g  a n d r est in g  postu r es.

Th ey  a ll a dopted sim ila r  postu r es a n d ex h ibited few  m u scu loskeleta l pr oblem s. I m u st  em ph a sise

th a t  th is is n ot  a  com pa r ison  of g en es or  r a ces bu t  of lifesty les.  I t r ied to ca r r y  ou t  su r v ey s to collect

ev iden ce bu t  th ey  w er e m ea n in g less,  a s tr ibespeople g iv e y ou  th e a n sw er  th ey  th in k y ou  w a n t .

Th ey  often  object  to h a v in g  th eir  ph otog r a ph s ta ken , so I h a v e dem on str a ted th e postu r es.

Summary points

For est  dw eller s a n d n om a ds su ffer  few er  m u scu loskeleta l lesion s th a n  “ civ ilised”  people

Na tu r e's a u tom a tic m a n ipu la tor  du r in g  sleep is th e kickba ck a g a in st  th e v er tebr a e by

th e r ibs w h en  th e ch est  is pr ev en ted fr om  m ov em en t  by  th e for est  floor

V a r iou s r est in g  postu r es cor r ect  differ en t  join ts

Pillow s a r e n ot  n ecessa r y

Some instinctive sleeping postures

Fig u r e 1  sh ow s a  m ou n ta in  g or illa  ly in g  on  th e g r ou n d on  h is side w ith ou t  a  pillow —a  posit ion  in

w h ich  I h a v e a lso seen  ch im pa n zees a n d g ibbon s sleepin g —a n d a  Ken y a  A fr ica n  in  a  sim ila r  posit ion

on  a  pa lm  lea f m a ttr ess on  a  con cr ete floor .  Note h ow  h e u ses h is la ter a lly  r ota ted a r m  a s a  pillow

a n d ca n  listen  ou t  for  da n g er  w ith  both  ea r s.

Fi gur e 1

A mountai n gor i l l a asl eep on one si de (l ef t); a Keny an asl eep i n a si mi l ar  posi t i on (r i ght). (Photo of

gor i l l a by  Bob Campbel l , a N ati onal  Geogr aphi c photogr apher  w ho w as por tr ay ed i n the f i l m

Gorillas  in the Mis t)

Wh en  ly in g  on  on e side y ou  do n ot  ev en  n eed th e a r m  a s a  pillow : w h en  th e low er  sh ou lder  is fu lly

h u n ch ed, th e n eck is com pletely  su ppor ted. I th in k th e n eck sh ou ld dev ia te tow a r ds th e g r ou n d a s

g r a v ity  th en  sh u ts th e m ou th , pr ev en tin g  in sects fr om  en ter in g ,  a n d a  lit t le tr a ct ion  is a pplied to
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th e cer v ica l spin e (fig  2 ,  top).  Wh en  th e h ea d is dow n , th e v er tebr a e a r e str etch ed betw een  tw o

a n ch or s a n d ev er y  t im e th e r ibs m ov e th r ou g h  br ea th in g  th e ten sion  is in cr ea sed, th e v er tebr a e

r ea lig n  th em selv es,  a n d th e m ov em en t  keeps th e join ts lu br ica ted. Cu r r en t  th in kin g  is to keep th e

spin e str a ig h t  by  u se of a  pillow . Ha s a n y on e ev er  seen  a  g or illa  sh in n in g  u p a  tr ee w ith  a  pillow ?

Note a lso th e pla n ta r  flex ed foot .  A  dor siflex ed foot  r ota tes th e kn ee a n d a lter s th e Q a n g le (betw een

th e r esu lta n t  pu ll of th e qu a dr iceps m u scle a n d th e pa tella  ten don ),  pr odu cin g  u n ev en  w ea r  a n d, in

t im e, pa in .

Fi gur e 2

In si de l y i ng (top) the neck  i s compl etel y  suppor ted; w i th a sl i ght change i n posi t i on (bottom) the

peni s i s pr otected f r om i nsects

Tr iba l people do n ot  like ly in g  on  th e g r ou n d in  th e r ecov er y  posit ion  w h ile w ea r in g  n o cloth es a s

th e pen is da n g les in  th e du st  a n d ca n  g et  bit ten  by  in sects.  Wh en  th e leg s a r e in  th e r ev er se

r ecov er y  posit ion  (fig  2 ,  bottom ), th e pen is lies on  th e low er  th ig h  a n d is pr otected. In  th is posit ion

th e A ch illes ten don  of th e lea din g  foot  ca n  be in ser ted in  th e g a p betw een  th e big  toe a n d th e fir st

lesser  toe to h elp cor r ect  a  bu n ion .

Wh en  sleepin g  in  th e open  in  v er y  cold clim a tes a n d w h en  th e g r ou n d is w et ,  h u m a n s often  r esor t  to

sleepin g  on  th eir  sh in s,  like th e Tibeta n  ca r a v a n eer s ph otog r a ph ed by  Peter ,  Pr in ce of Gr eece a n d

Den m a r k, in  1 9 3 8  (fig  3 ).  Na tu r e h a s n ot  cov er ed th e a n ter ior  bor der  of th e t ibia  a n d th e m edia l

bor der  of th e u ln a  w ith  m u scle,  so in  th is posit ion  th er e is on ly  skin  a n d bon e in  con ta ct  w ith  th e

cold g r ou n d a n d h ea t  loss is r edu ced. Th e body  is a lso folded to con ser v e h ea t; both  ea r s ca n  listen  for

da n g er ,  be it  lion  or  ter r or ist ; a n d w h en  th e h ea d is dow n  g r a v ity  sh u ts th e m ou th  a n d it  is

im possible to sn or e.

Fi gur e 3

Ti betan car av aneer s sl eepi ng on thei r  shi ns

Fig u r e 4  sh ow s th e “ lookou t  postu r e,”  a n oth er  posit ion  u sin g  th e a r m  a s a  pillow  to r eset  sh ou lder ,

elbow , a n d w r ist : a ccessor y  join t  m ov em en t  is r eg a in ed beca u se th e w eig h t  of th e h ea d r est in g  on

th e a r m  is a t  r ig h t  a n g les to th e lin e of m ov em en t,  pr odu cin g  a  la ter a l g lide.  I h a v e seen  How ler

m on key s u sin g  th is posit ion  in  Costa  Rica .

Fi gur e 4

The l ook out postur e

Qu a dr u peda l ly in g  (fig  5 ) is idea l for  str etch in g  colla g en  fibr e th r ou g h ou t  th e body . In  th e pen is

pr otect  posit ion , w ith  th e pelv is locked, th e spin e is r ota ted a n d flex ed. With  th e elbow s ou t  sidew a y s

a n d th e ch est  on  th e g r ou n d, m a n y  spin a l lesion s ca n  be cor r ected g en t ly  u sin g  n a tu r e's a u tom a tic

m a n ipu la tor .  A n im a ls a r e clev er  beca u se th ey  u se th e r a dia n t  h ea t  fr om  th e su n  to en cou r a g e

r ela x a t ion  of th eir  m u scles w h en  th ey  a dopt  th is postu r e.  In  th is ph otog r a ph  n ote th a t  th e dog 's

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1119282/figure/F2/?report=objectonly
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1119282/figure/F2/?report=objectonly
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1119282/figure/F2/?report=objectonly
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1119282/figure/F2/?report=objectonly
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1119282/figure/F3/?report=objectonly
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1119282/figure/F3/?report=objectonly
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1119282/figure/F3/?report=objectonly
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1119282/figure/F4/?report=objectonly
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1119282/figure/F4/?report=objectonly
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1119282/figure/F4/?report=objectonly
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1119282/figure/F5/?report=objectonly


ster n u m  is in  fu ll con ta ct  w ith  th e g r ou n d bu t  th a t  of th e h u m a n  is n ot: th is ca n  be ea sily  cor r ected

by  r ota t in g  th e r ig h t  a r m  m edia lly  to low er  th e ster n u m . It  h a s been  n oted th a t  g u ide dog s w or kin g

in  tow n s br ea th e th e sa m e pollu ta n ts a s h u m a n s y et  do n ot  h a v e a sth m a . Cou ld th is be beca u se

w h en  th ey  lie on  th eir  ch ests th e kickba ck fr om  th e u pper  r ibs keeps th e cor r espon din g  v er tebr a e

m obile,  a llow in g  th e sy m pa th et ic sy stem  to w or k efficien t ly ?

Fi gur e 5

Quadr upedal  l y i ng

Some resting postures

A r a bs in  th e Sa h a r a  w ill sit  in  th e posit ion  sh ow n  in  fig u r e 6  for  h ou r s a n d it  keeps th e for efoot

a lig n ed on  th e h in dfoot ,  a s th e isch ia  r est  dir ect ly  on  th e ca lca n ea  a n d th e feet  poin t  str a ig h t

ba ckw a r ds.  People w h o sit  like th is do n ot  seem  to g et  m u ch  osteoa r th r it is in  th eir  kn ees in  old a g e.

Cr oss leg g ed sit t in g  pr ev en ts a r th r it ic h ips.  A  fly in g  doctor  fr om  Ken y a  r em a r ked to m e th a t  ov er

th e y ea r s a s loca l tr ibesm en  beca m e m or e civ ilised h e m or e often  sa w  a r th r it is of h ips a n d kn ees.

Fi gur e 6

Si tt i ng on the heel s

Th e fu ll squ a t ,  w ith  th e h eels on  th e g r ou n d (fig  7 ) r esets th e sa cr oilia c join ts; ta kes h ips,  kn ees a n d

a n kles th r ou g h  th e fu ll r a n g e; a n d ca n  be v er y  u sefu l in  tr ea t in g  ba cks.  To sta r t  w ith ,  som e

Wester n er s h a v e to h old on  to a  door fr a m e.

Fi gur e 7

The ful l  squat

Conclusion

La r g ely  a n ecdota l ev iden ce h a s been  collected by  “ old t im er s”  for  ov er  5 0 y ea r s fr om  n on -Wester n

societ ies th a t  low  ba ck pa in  a n d join t  st iffn ess is m a r kedly  r edu ced by  a doptin g  n a tu r a l sleepin g  a n d

r est in g  postu r es.  Th is obser v a t ion  m u st  be r ecor ded to a llow  fu r th er  r esea r ch  in  th is dir ect ion  a s

th ese pr im it iv e societ ies n o lon g er  ex ist  a n d th e g r ea t  a pes liv in g  in  th e w ild a r e h ea din g  for

ex t in ct ion . A ll w e h a v e to do is to be g ood pr im a tes a n d u se th ese pr ev en tiv e tech n iqu es.
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