chronic fatigue
syndrome

If you suffer from fatigue, you have probably wondered at some time if you are
suffering from Chronic Fatigue Syndrome (CFS). If you do have Chronic Fatigue
Syndrome, yoga is one of the best therapies you can use to help you manage and
improve your health. First of all, however, let’s take a look at what CFS actually is
as there has been much confusion in recent years about naming and defining this
very serious and disabling condition.

Chronic Fatigue Syndrome is the name doctors use to define any unexplained
tiredness or fatigue state that lasts longer than six months and which is not linked to
exertion, or alleviated by rest. It is sometimes used as an umbrella term to describe
the exhaustion suffered with illnesses such as untreated diabetes, HIV, Gulf War
Syndrome, heart and lung disorders, cancer, fibromyalgia, depression, multiple
sclerosis, post-polio syndrome or post-viral fatigue. More recently, the term CFS has
also been used to describe a very extreme illness, which in the UK is referred to as
myalgic encephalomyelitis or encephalopathy (ME). Myalgic encephalopathy means
an abnormality of brain function, which also describes the various central nervous
system abnormalities and cognitive problems associated with this illness. In the US,
the term Chronic Fatigue Immune Dysfunction Syndrome (CFIDS) is used to describe
the same illness. In the next two chapters, | am referring to ME or CFIDS, but | will
use the term CFS to avoid confusion.
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What is CFS?
Symptoms include:

« [Extreme fatigue after minor mental or physical tasks. An acute reaction is often
experienced even up to 72 hours after simple exertion that would seem normal
and easy to healthy people. This is not made better by rest. Sufferers may take
days or even weeks to recover.

« Muscle pain.

« Severe headaches.

= Malaise - a feeling of being ‘poisoned’.

« Sensitivity to noise and light.

» Feeling too hot or cold - a problem with temperature control.

¢ Dizziness.

« Cognitive problems such as brain fog - difficulty in concentration, problems with
memory and attention span.

» Problems to do with the nervous system, such as panic attacks.

» Disturbed sleep patterns.

« Digestive problems - gut dysbiosis.

« A pattern of relapse and remission - some days being able to do more than at
other times.

These are just a few of the more common symptoms, but from this you can see that
CFS is much more profound than mere ‘tiredness’, and most sufferers find it
impossible to lead a normal life. This is why many people object to the term CFS, as
the illness is clearly much more than just long-term fatigue. In a survey carried out
by the UK charity Action for ME in 2001, 89 per cent of the 2,300-plus respondents
had, at some time, either been bed-ridden or house-bound by their illness.

So, if you have CFS, you will certainly know about it. Most people with CFS find that
any mental or physical exertion can produce severe symptoms. On some days you
may feel well - you may even have good weeks. But whatever the case, if you have
CFS, you will find it impossible to cope with your previous level of lifestyle. This can
be very hard. The majority of those with CFS have to give up full-time work and
severely curtail their social activities. For some people, even moving a limb or doing



a simple task such as having a bath or cooking a meal may seem like climbing a
mountain. CFS is total physical and mental exhaustion - like a battery that has gone
completely flat. Worse, you don’t just feel very tired: you feel unwell for much of
the time. CFS can affect anybady, from children through to the elderly, and both
men and women of all social classes and ethnic groups. Various surveys in both the
US and the UK show that up to 1 in 350 of the population may be affected by CFS.
Some people with CFS make a full recovery in time; the majority stay the same,
that is, follow a pattern of remission and relapse. A small minority gradually
deteriorate.

CFS and Your Emotions

If you have CFS, you may find that you experience a kind of grief - a sense of loss
for your old way of life and who you were before you got ill. You may experience
shock, disbelief and, later on, anger. These are all normal emotions under the
circumstances. The way to improve and to have some quality of life is to move
forward and learn to come to terms with the illness. This is where yoga comes in, as
yoga shows you how to accept what can’t be changed and make the best of what
you have. Because yoga is non-competitive, it teaches you not to ‘push’ but to listen
to your body. When you are no longer using up energy fighting the illness but are
able to accept that this is how you are for now and that you have to make the best
of your restricted lifestyle, you may find that you start to get better. Your self-
esteem will rise as you learn not to judge yourself by what you do, but by who you
are. You will also be able to appreciate small things - such as a beautiful flower, a
sunny day or just time when you are well enough to see a close friend.

What Causes CFS?

The jury is still out on what CFS is. A few years ago, because nothing tangible could
be seen under a microscope, some psychiatrists put forward the view that CFS was a
psychological problem of ‘learned helplessness’ - that is, after an initial bout of
illness, patients had ‘learned’ to be tired all the time. This was also referred to as a
‘dysfunctional illness belief’. Unfortunately, this did a lot of damage and patients
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still suffer with the stigma of being labelled 'malingerers’, ‘lazy’, or having a
‘psychological illness that is all in the mind’. One author, Elaine Showalter, even
wrote a book called Hystories in which she suggests that CFS is a cultural narrative
expression of hysteria: a kind of modern social problem maintained by some doctors
and support groups.

Luckily, we live in much more enlightened times and there is now hard scientific
evidence that CFS has a physical origin. Nevertheless, because CFS is a chronic,
disabling illness, some people may suffer with depression as a result of the
restrictions and pain the illness places on their lives. Yoga, of course, sees us as
‘whole’ beings. In other words, mind, body and spirit are all linked, and whatever
affects the mind or spirit will affect the body. The exercises given later help to
address this ‘holistic’ approach to managing CFS.

It is generally agreed that CFS may be triggered by one or more of the following:

« A viral infection, such as flu, Epstein Barr or other virus, combined with not
taking adequate rest to recover.

» A bacterial infection such as chlamydia, mycoplasma or heliobacter pylon.

« Exposure to environmental toxins such as organophosphates or mercury
amalgams.

= An inoculation.

= Shock.

« Prolonged stress, combined with one of the factors above.

In 1998, the UK’s Chief Medical Officer, Sir Kenneth Calman, said:

"I recognise Chronic Fatigue Syndrome is a real entity. It is distressing, debilitating,
and affects a very large number of people.’ This was then confirmed in January 2002
when, after a three year study, the UK’s chief medical officer, Sir Liam Donaldson,
published a report recognising ME/CFS as a ‘real’ and ‘disabling’ illness.

The World Health Organisation classifies CFS as a disease of the central nervous
system. Current research indicates that CFS is initially a problem of the immune
system and that for some reason - perhaps, for example, because of a virus,

































