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will have to make some important changes in'my life to prevent the other two disks from rupturing as well: No running,
no basketball, no lifting anything heavier than a phone book, no sitting for more than 30 to 40 minutes at a time, less
driving. The list of prohibitions.grows with each follow-up visit.

There are times when | want to ignore all this advice. Plenty of people who have had back surgery do. They put on
weight, stop doing the exercises and go to their office jobs as though nothing has changed; then they wonder why the
pain returns.

In my case nothing returns -- literally. While | didn't rupture the other two disks that looked to be at risk, their fragile state
makes them susceptible to bulging and swelling. As the surgeon grimly remarked, "They could go at any time." His
advice: Do the physical therapy exercises four times a week -- religiously -- for the rest of my life and respect any signs -
- like pain or numbness -- that my back is under stress.

It's impossible to disobey. If | sit, drive or lift too much, a burning followed by numbness fills my legs when | go to bed,
until my right foot fades from my body. On really bad days, both feet go. Sometimes | find lying flat on'-my back all night
so tedious that | shift to my side, but my leg begins to tremble almost immediately, like the lower lip of a person about to
cry, and my foot goes numb.

I have no desire to disappear in sections. | flip onto my back. | resolve to change the key verbs in my life from "working"
and "driving" to "walking" and "stretching."

All of which has made me acutely aware of the tyranny of sitting in American society. As a professional writer and editor,
for me, to work means to sit. As the spouse of a man who loves leisurely meals at restaurants, an evening out translates
into hours in a chair. As the mother of a child involved in sports leagues, guitar lessons and more, to be a parent means
to drive. Since everyone around me is involved in a lot of the same activities, | can't help but think they, too, must be
damaging their spines but just don't realize it yet.

While it may not be as-dramatic as slamming your body into asphalt while going full speed on a bike, the day-to-day
wear and tear of excessive or badly performed sitting can be debilitating. Each time you sit in a conventional chair your
pelvis rotates backward, which flattens your lower spine. This puts tremendous pressure on the muscles, ligaments and
tendons in the area. The vertebrae snap together like a turtle beak and pinch your disks. If there's a bulge there, that
action may pin a nerve or two. If you do enough of this rotating, pinching and pinning, your L5, L4 and L3 vertebrae may
look a lot like mine in no time.

Windsor. Adirondack. Shaker. We've given such rich names to the chairs in our daily lives. Photographs or paintings of a
set of Adirondack chairs on a sun-dappled porch capture the essence of summertime ease. Yet it's impossible to relax in
one of these chairs if you have frayed lower vertebrae. The angle of the slats on the seat forces your knees inches
above your hips and the flat of your back into a painful pinched position: Two sips of a lemonade and I'm forced to stand
to-admire the view.

Some more modern designs do give you the support you need, but almost always at an exorbitant price. A basic office
chair with "lumbar support," which is essentially equivalent to putting a rolled towel in the small of your back so you can
retain the vital S shape when you sit, often runs more than $500. The zero-gravity chairs offered by shops that specialize
in furniture for people with back problems start at $900. When | try to buy a new car with a better seat than my 1992
Buick, I'm told anything designed to encourage proper posture comes only in luxury models. My husband and | buy a
Volvo, even though we had planned to spend less than $20,000.

The chair-sitting culture has never been democratic, even though it sprang from Western society. As Edward Tenner
notes in a Wilson Quarterly essay, "How the Chair Conquered the World," Europeans felt literally and figuratively higher
in their chairs than the mat-users in cultures like China and India, which they considered primitive. The Chinese struck
back in subtle fashion. Their character for chair means "barbarian mat."

Unfortunately they continued to let the barbarians through the gate. Today, many mat-based cultures have converted to
Western-style seats, especially in urban areas littered with chain restaurants and offices centered around desks and
computers. Back pain costs the U.S. economy billions in compensatory wages and lost work time each year, and yet the
chair remains one of our most enduring cultural exports.

In 1957 anthropologist Gordon Hewes published a famous study in Scientific American that sketched dozens of ways of
sitting that were "acceptable" in non-Western cultures; all these postures involved staying at ground level. Elegant pen-
and-ink drawings of faceless people in the various positions accompanied the article: a man with his knees pulled to his
chest, another with his legs straight out, a woman with her right leg bent slightly and crooked under her left leg. If
Scientific American had shown the same nondescript bunch in chairs, they would have looked like robots. But in the
floor-based postures, they seem wonderfully social, like a crowd listening to a concert.
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The same study noted that those who hail from a mat-based society can barely manage a Western chair for more than
30 minutes when they are adults.

As the mother of an 8-year-old girl, I've seen firsthand how American society indoctrinates children into our chair culture
as early as possible. Our toddlers start out in preschool with a handful of red or bright blue miniature seats scattered
about; the children can settle into them if they choose. In kindergarten they often sit on the floor, but there are enough
chairs so each child can sit at a table. By first grade the option to lounge on the floor to color or to stand while painting
disappears. Everyone sits at an assigned desk with a conventional chair. It's no coincidence that rigorous standardized
testing begins just around the time a child has learned to sit properly for more than an hour in a Western-style chair. In
both cases society is boxing up creativity and individual expression, inconveniences to the larger goals for the group.

I watch my daughter with a sympathetic eye as she struggles to stay put at the dinner table. Sometimes she pulls both
feet under her hips; my husband scowls. She sits down properly for a few minutes, but is usually up again in no time with
the right leg bent at the knee and the left straight to the floor. She twists. The chair tips. He scowls again. She wanders
off to get more milk or water. | imagine that her teacher must spend the bulk of her energy just keeping her 24 students
in their chairs.

We should be suspect of something that is so hard for children to embrace and comes with so many directions for
adults. "The fact is, most people really aren't all that sure how to sit well," Prevention magazine announced in its article
"Working With Your 9-to-5 Chair." Among other things, Prevention suggests that you let your feet touch the floor, keep
your knee joints at a 90-degree angle, extend your knees a few inches past the chair; don't sit up straight, form a perfect
"L" with your back and thighs instead. Take one look at the typical chair and you'll realize "safe sitting" is an oxymoron.

As | pursue a sit-less existence, I'm amazed how many chair hours | can trim off my daily schedule and still live a
relatively normal life.

Instead of driving seven hours to Conhecticut to see my mother, | take the Metro from my house (standing all the way) to
the airport and hop a one-hour flight to Bradley International. Total sit time door-to-door: 3 1/2 hours. .

Instead of writing at my computer, | lie flat on my back on my bed until I'm close to a final draft. Total sit time for this
essay: six hours. When my husband and | go out for a meal, we frequent restaurants that allow us to dine while standing
at the bar. Total sit time: 0. At my part-time office job | still have to sit at a desk, but | get up every 30 minutes and often
read galleys while standing. Total sit time: too much.

I've spent my life as an athlete honing my ability to explode forward and upward as fast as possible, but now | know that
a jump shot exerts three times as much pressure on my lower back as walking. I've contracted. For a time | pulled so
tightly within myself -- emotionally and physcially -- that | could barely shuffle a block. | eventually turned to water, where
I can move in a nearly impact-free environment. | run laps in the pool and jump up and down, the upward surge followed
by a bizarre downward hesitation that, at times, makes me feel graceful again.

Instead of working at a desk eight hours a day and then playing basketball a few times a week, | must stand, walk,
stretch, walk, stand, stretch, walk throughout every day. Before | wanted to be trim, flexible and fit; now | must be. I've
regressed, in a way, back to my deepest roots, back to the nomadic life of our earliest human ancestors. Now | see the
chair, and the rigid world that surrounds it, as a "barbarian" import that | must break free from if | want to retain any
power in my legs.

Sometimes my long rambles bring me to the banks of the Potomac River, where | find vertebrae of fish, deer, rats and
other creatures washed up on the shore. | can almost feel the movement that sprang from these spines as | bend them
in my hands -- the quick thrust of the fish's tail or the scurry of the rat.

Often you hear that the human spine is flawed, doomed by incomplete evolution, but | say it's the chair. We continually
jam one of the most elegant strands in nature into a 90-degree angle, then wonder at the consequences. Time to stand
up, stretch and move on.

Mary Collins teaches nonfiction writing at Johns Hopkins Univ'ersity.
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