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By Sean Johnson, Bowen Practitioner &  
Instructor - www.bowentechnique.co.za  M.E FEATURE

YOU SEE, THINGS ARE ORGANISED IN POLAR OPPOSITES. 

THERE IS UP AND DOWN, BLACK AND WHITE, GOOD AND BAD, 

FAT AND THIN, MALE AND FEMALE. THESE POLAR OPPOSITES 

REPRESENT THE EXTREMES OF A SPECTRUM, AND IT’S WITHIN 

THE EXTREMES OF THE BODYBUILDING SPECTRUM THAT 

MOST SUCCESSFUL BODYBUILDERS OPERATE.

That’s all good and well in theory, but the problem is that most 

bodybuilders tend to spend too much time at the extreme end of the 

spectrum, which tends to be detrimental to our physical and mental 

health. We aren’t designed to train at 120% all year round, or maintain 

a super-strict diet 12 months a year. This leads to injuries, poor 

performance and a loss of motivation. 

I follow a few bodybuilding and training social media Facebook 

pages, and I always enjoy the memes that perpetuate the “beast 

mode on” or “training like a machine” mindsets. The problem with this 

mental approach is we’re not machines. We’re something a lot more 

complex than that. 

Sean Johnson is a Bowen Practitioner and Instructor, with a practice based in Randburg, Johannesburg. He has played provincial rugby at senior level in South Africa and in Australia. 
Following a herniated disc Sean’s playing career was in jeopardy, but he then found Bowen Therapy and made a successful return to the field. Bowen Therapy did what doctors said was 
impossible, which had an indelible impact on Sean’s life. He therefore became a certified Bowen practitioner and later an instructor. Email sean@bowentechnique.co.za for more info or 
visit him at The Yoga Republic in Gertrude Road, Fontainebleau. 

IF YOU STOP FOR A MOMENT, IN BETWEEN TRAINING, DIETING AND EXPANDING YOUR BODYBUILDING KNOWLEDGE, AND BECOME MORE AWARE OF THE WORLD AROUND YOU, YOU WILL EVENTUALLY COME TO NOTICE THE DUALISTIC NATURE OF THE WORLD WE LIVE IN.

“WITH THE EXTREMES 
OF CONTEST PREP YOUR 
BODY AUTOMATICALLY 

STARTS TO “SHUT DOWN” 
YOUR PARASYMPATHETIC 

BRANCH. THAT MEANS 
THAT DIGESTION, SLEEP 

AND HORMONAL 
FUNCTION ALL BECOME 

COMPROMISED. “

COMPONENT PARTS
Let me explain. If I was a relatively 

decent car mechanic (which I can 
assure you, I’m not) I could strip a 
car down to its fundamental parts, in 
which case it would no longer function. 
However, I could then reassemble them, 
and with enough fuel in the car I could 
get the car to start and run again, pretty 
much like it did before I took it apart. 

Now, suppose I took a human being 
and dismembered the body very carefully. 
If I was a top surgeon I could put the 
body back together again, however 
the body wouldn’t function like it did 
beforehand. In fact, it wouldn’t be alive 
because organic life is very different from 
machinery. 

Machinery can operate in extremes 
because that is what it was designed 

for, but organic life is always striving 
for balance. It looks to maintain the 
equilibrium of life, which is why it cannot 
operate in the black and white world of 
polar opposites. Instead it constantly seeks 
to operate within the grey areas between 
the extremes. So, while many bodybuilders 
think they're machines, we're all really 
organic life forms striving to maintain 
equilibrium for optimal health.

TO THE EXTREME
Contest prep pushes your mind and 

body to the extreme end of the 
spectrum. The intense training, restrictive 
dieting and the arduous mental discipline 
required to succeed in this sport means 
that you're constantly operating in an 
extreme environment as you prepare to 
stand on stage. 

Despite being a requirement for success 
in this sport, extremely low body fat levels, 
rapidly dropping water and dehydrating 
yourself as part of your contest prep is 
not a healthy situation to be in either. The 
body was not designed to function in 
this type of extreme environment. 
And it’s for that very reason that 
certain athletes get the timing 
right and peak for pre-judging, 
while others look better on stage 
at the main show.

Another area that is heavily 
affected when operating in 
the extreme environment 
of contest prep is our 
nervous system, which 
then places even 
more stress on our 
bodies. Your nervous 
system has two 
main branches, 
namely the 
sympathetic and 
parasympathetic 
branches. Your 
sympathetic 
system 
can loosely 
be defined as 
your “fight or 
flight” nervous 
system. Your 
parasympathetic 
nervous system 
is your calming, 
or regulating 
nervous system. 
Incidentally, 80% 
of your bodily 
functions 
and systems 
are linked 

to this branch of your nervous system. 
This means that important physiological 
processes such as sleep regulation, 
digestion, growth, tissue repair and 
hormonal response, which are all critical 
functions for bodybuilders, are linked to 
and rely on the parasympathetic branch of 
our nervous system to function correctly. 

Balance between the two branches 
is of utmost importance if your body is 
to perform and respond to stimuli in an 
optimal manner. However, the extremes of 
contest prep stimulate your sympathetic 
nervous system and so, to maintain 
function, your body automatically starts 
to “shut down” your parasympathetic 
branch. That means that digestion, 
sleep and hormonal function all become 
compromised, which subsequently affects 
your health and performance. Function 
can be restored to the nervous system 
when the body is taken out of the extreme 
environment, and the two branches 
are given time to re-balance through a 
process of self-regulation.

TAKE A BREAK
To help your body regain 

this state of equilibrium it’s 
important to change your routine 

after shows or the completion 
of a contest season. Give 

your body a break, ease 
up on the bland force-

feeding and make 
sure you give your 
hormonal system 

the time it needs 
to self-regulate 
back to a state of 
homeostasis. 

This break in 
routine is not only 

good for your body, 
it's also good for 
your mind. You’ll 
come back to 

your prep with a 
renewed commitment 

to your training, and increased 
motivation that will have you 

back pushing boundaries in no 
time. However, this doesn't mean 

letting yourself go as this would 
mean you're operating in the other 
extreme – doing nothing and eating 
poorly.

As the saying goes, “a change is as 
good as a holiday” and small changes 

in your training routine and diet will 
make a world of difference as you 

prepare for your next show or the new 
season.

FINDING BALANCE
There are psychologies that 

advocate “a middle way” 
and religions that preach about 
“having one foot in the spiritual 
world and one in the physical”. 
These are all representative of the 
balancing act that nature and life 
try to maintain. 

You do, however, have to be 
constantly challenging this 
balance if you want to grow and 
compete at any level in the sport 
of bodybuilding, or any other 
for that matter. You have to be 
constantly pushing back against 
the barriers and limits that 
nature imposes on your body to 
make gains and advance, both 
physically and mentally. 

What you have to realise while 
pushing these boundaries is that 
you, your mind and your body are 
part of a system that strives for 
balance through self-regulation. 
If you show respect to this innate 
balancing act you'll get so much 
more out of your body when it 
comes time to operate in the world 
of polar extremes – the world of 
competitive bodybuilding.  M.E
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