             Feet, Meant to be Bare

The act of being barefoot, or barefooting, is an activity that the majority of Americans only do in the comfort of their own home. However, there are few Americans that have developed the habit of going barefoot beyond the comfort of their own homes. These people refer to themselves as “barefooters.” According to Paul Lucas, a man who routinely goes barefoot, a barefooter “is a person who greatly enjoys going barefoot as a lifestyle choice. This means going barefoot most of the time most everywhere, not just around the house or at a beach.” Lucas adds that barefooting is “a true delight, a delicious and sensual pleasure from the soles of our feet, an often-forgotten organ of touch.” 
In a nation where shoe, or shod, wearing is the norm, barefooting is something that is generally looked down upon when it is done in more socially accepted shod wearing situations. Many degrading stereotypes have become associated with those who choose not to wear shoes. Some public stores and restaurants have signs that read “No Bare Feet” even though there is nothing in the American law about shoe wearing. Though barefoot living and running is not well accepted in the American society, it is part of daily life for many outside America. Those who do go barefoot on a regular basis are also advantaged greatly from the benefits of barefooting. Barefoot living and running is healthier, more efficient, and more natural to the body’s senses and movements than shod living. Therefore, barefooters tend to be healthy individuals with a keen awareness of the environment that surrounds them.
Barefoot living and running is vital to the healthy formation of one’s foot especially at a young age. In most African countries, including Kenya and Ethiopia, the general population lives barefoot for a great deal of their lives. Dr. Benjamin Joseph argues that footwear is the cause of flat feet.

In Europe and America flat foot is a common reason for attendance at a children's orthopaedic clinic, but in India children are seldom brought for treatment for flat foot. The few children who do attend with this complaint are from affluent urban families and they all wear shoes. In our clinic we have never seen a child from the farming community or from the family of a manual laborer who complained of flat foot…Our cross-sectional study suggests that shoe-wearing in early childhood is detrimental to the development of a normal or a high medial longitudinal arch. The susceptibility for flat foot among children who wear shoes is most evident if there is associated ligament laxity (525).
Dr. Joseph also claims that the most important time of one’s foot development occurs before a child reaches six years of age (526). Therefore, in order to establish the correct formation of their feet and arches, children should be encouraged to consistently be barefoot.

The human foot is well-fitted to be bare. This is observed by taking a look at the structure and anatomy of one’s foot. The skin covering the heel of the foot is observed to be tough and about a quarter of an inch thick (Frazine 20). Skin on the bottom of the foot is about six-hundred percent tougher than the skin everywhere else on the human body with the exception of the hands (Froncioni). Though the heel of the foot has some restrictions to the amount of shock it can handle, it is a very effective shock absorber for its size. At the center of the foot lie metatarsals. These fragile bones are part of a larger “shock absorbing system” that is much more efficient than the heel cushion. The ball of the foot is very supple and flexible. It is also much wider than the heel of the foot, presenting more surface area to the ground. The suppleness of the forefoot and flexibility of the toes allows the foot to “mold” to the ground (Frazine 20). This molding allows the foot to have stronger grip on the surface and allows for better balance. 
Joseph Froncioni equates the human body to a modern car stating, “Allow me for a moment to compare the human locomotor apparatus to a modern luxury car. The bones of the foot, leg, thigh, and pelvis act as the frame, linked by joints and all held together by fairly inelastic ligaments and fascia. The bones and joints are surrounded by contracting muscles which act as the suspension system.” Froncioni also claims that the foot is formed by stiff inactive plantar fascia and active central elastic muscles which are covered by fat and skin. This skin has the ability to sense the ground beneath it and send information to the “peripheral computer” which is our spinal chord, and the “central computer” which is our brain. These receptors on the skin our feet have the ability to sense “impact (vertical force) and shear (horizontal force)” (Froncioni). The result of this system working together makes a very efficient and healthy body. 

The structure and anatomy of the foot are very important to the bodies overall biomechanics when walking and running. The overall biomechanics of barefooters and shod wearer tend to be very different. Richard Frazine comments on barefoot hiking stating, “The tread of a barefoot hiker is light, soft, and sensitive, often it is wary and tentative, but it is always deliberate, and it is always strait down” (19). When walking, barefooters are able feel and sense the ground; their feet are constantly sending feedback and learn to adjust to changing terrain. Shod wearers on the other hand loose this valuable sensory feedback from their feet. This loss of feedback causes shod wearers to often carelessly place their feet on the ground because they are not receiving sensory information about the ground on which they are walking (Frazine 8). Frazine uses an analogy to help explain the sensation of barefooting for the first time after years of shod living. 

Imagine a man who has lived all of his life in a society which, perhaps because of hazardous noise in its history, had provided everyone from earliest childhood with thick earmuffs...One day our hypothetical friend travels outside the boundaries of his own society and encounters people who do not wear earmuffs and convince him at length by dumb mime to uncover his ears. He does not at first hear anything like what they hear, but only a rush of very uncomfortable noise. Only with time do the various sounds begin to sort themselves out in his mind and although he begins within the hour to take a real pleasure in listening. It is months before he can cope with the subtleties of speech well enough to begin to learn a language (14).

One’s first barefooting experience may be similar to that of someone who had never used one of their senses. At first, barefoot feels odd and uncomfortable; however, many find that fairly quickly barefooting senses become less foreign and more understandable. When walking barefoot the barefooter will learn to place more pressure on their wide forefoot than their narrow heel (Frazine 19). However, the shod wearer generally places most force on their heels because of the large amount of cushioning that is found in the heel of shoes. A barefooters biomechanics when running also differs greatly from the biomechanics of a shod wearer. When running barefoot a runner naturally starts making changes to correct running form. The foot is able to read the ground by sending and receiving messages from the spine and brain, constantly scanning the surface. When running on hard surfaces barefoot, the body automatically adjusts to correct running form. If a barefoot runner were to heel strike while running on a hard surface, the foot would tell the brain that striking with the heel again would be harmful to the body and the runner would naturally correct their running form. 
The correct running form involves the foot landing on its forefoot. The foot’s arch then acts like a shock absorber and slowly lowers the heel placing it gently on the ground. Throughout this process, the sensitive skin of the arch never touches the ground. The brain tells the feet what to prepare for in every step, whether this preparation is for a hard surface, up hill, or even soft grass, the foot is always prepared. The foot then sends feedback information telling the hip, ankle, and knee joints to flex in order to absorb the impact. When shoes are put on runner’s feet, the communication between the brain and feet is completely lost or interrupted. Shoes are able to protect feet from things such as glass, sharp rocks, and other foreign objects. However, when feet have thick cushioned shoes on them they are unable to feel the ground and cannot send correct feedback messages to the brain. Instead, shoe covered feet send the wrong message of, “this is comfortable and safe,” and therefore, the foot pounds harder into the ground, not being able to interpret the effects of their force because of loss of sense. Though this pounding is usually not stressful enough to cause immediate injury to one’s body, over time the repetitiveness of the pounding will eventually cause damage to the body. The interruption between the feet and the brain caused by the foot is ultimately responsible for the most common overuse running injuries today (Froncioni).

The result of correct biomechanics of barefooters in walking and running is very good foot health and general health. Many common injuries that shod runners suffer from are unknown to barefooters. Sixty percent of all American runners are injured in a single year. Out of this sixty percent, twenty-six percent have knee injuries, thirteen percent have tibias injuries, six percent have an injured Achilles tendon, and five percent acquire plantar fasciatis. Though there has been advancement in shoe technology, these figures have stayed the same over the last few decades (Froncioni). Steele Stewart states, “All writers who have reported their observations of barefooted people agree that the untrammeled feet of natural men are free from the disabilities commonly noted among shod people – halluz vagus, bunions, hammer toes, and painful feet.” (122). Additionally, Samuel Schulman argues that shoes are the cause of foot injuries.

People who have never worn shoes acquire very few foot defects, most of which are painless and non-debilitating. The range of their foot motions are remarkably great, allowing for full foot activity. Shoes are not necessary for healthy feet and are the cause of most foot troubles. ... Footgear is the greatest enemy of the human foot (28).
Lower leg and foot injuries are minimal in societies where barefoot living is common (Froncioni). The main goal and purpose of running shoes is to cushion the feet so that less force and stress is put on the body. However, studies have found that due to biomechanics the force when running barefoot is actually less than the force when shod running. Higher impact force to the ground may greatly increase chances of injury (Wegner 32). The largest reported acute sports injury in the U.S. is ankle sprains. This injury, however, is claimed by both Robbins and Stacoff to be a result of lack of foot awareness which is increased by shoes which block out sensory feedback from the feet (Robbins 244). Studies also show that air filled athletic shoes or shoes with inflated heels are “four times more likely to cause an ankle injury for basketball players than ordinary shoes” (Simkin). 

Chronic injuries are over-use injuries which are very common for the average American shod runner. It is believed that the cause of these injuries is generally pronation, supination, and shock stress from repetitive pounding and jarring of running. However, “when barefoot running on hard surfaces, the runner compensates for lack of cushioning underfoot by plantar-flexing the foot at contact, thus giving a softer landing” (Fredrick 175). Not only does barefoot running promote correct running form and prevent injury, it also strengthens muscles in the feet and lower legs, helping to further prevent injury. The human feet are made up of more than one-hundred muscles. These muscles each have a specific job and function which is vital to the way that the overall body functions. Shoes, however, prevent many of the muscles in the feet from being used by giving feet too much cushion and support. Therefore, these unused muscles become weak. Weak muscles lead to easily injured muscles along with muscle imbalances that affect the entire body. 
Doctor Joseph Froncioni states that, “The arch support (or orthotic) in modern running shoes not only prevents the arch suspension system from absorbing energy by preventing flattening but eventually leads to intrinsic muscle atrophy and complete loss of active muscular control of the arch leaving only the inelastic plantar fascia as a checkrein to flattening.” Heavily cushioned shoes and shoe inserts are more likely cause atrophy of foot muscles because they attempt to exclude the use of muscles which are naturally used while barefoot running. Barefooting on the other hand, allows these muscles in the feet to function naturally, strengthening them and making them more supple for activity (Froncioni). 

Barefoot running also is more efficient and more economical than shod running. The common running shoe weighs between nine and thirteen ounces. This extra-weight makes a runner less economical, and therefore, less efficient, wasting valuable energy. Burkett discovered that oxygen consumption while running was directly related to the amount of weight added to the foot (161). For every one percent of body mass that was added to the feet, the oxygen intake increased by three point one percent (Flaherty). Barefeet also return more energy to the runner than shoes do, allowing a minimal amount of energy to be lost. 

Though barefooting is healthier than shod wearing, most shoe companies continue to move future and further away from shoes which most closely relate to barefooting. Shoes companies continue to over-cushion their shoes, creating lazy and atrophied feet for their customers. Shoes such as the “Adidas 1,” a shoe that uses micro-chips to constantly change its structure for maximal comfort and support, continually are being introduced to the shod wearing market (McCarthy). Though most foot wear companies continue to move further and further from barefooting, some progress towards more minimal and barefoot like shoes is being made. In 2005, Nike attempted to create a barefoot shoe called the “Nike Free 5.0.” Though this shoe sold very well, many true barefooters were disappointed and considered the shoe a failure (Kang B2). However, in 2006, Vibram created a product called the “Vibram FiveFingers,” which many barefooters claim simulates barefoot very well (Bramani).

Woodland trails or soft grass areas are recommended for first time barefooters. Both of these surfaces tend to be very easy on barefeet and also have a very enjoyable feel to them (Frazine 22). In order to allow muscles to strengthen and skin to toughen,
barefoot running should be gradually eased into. Slight aches and pains also should be expected when one first begins routinely barefooting; however, these minor aches should subside within a day. The best way to quickly condition the skin for barefooting is to walk on a fairly smooth gravel path, then build to rough gravel paths. Paved roads should be avoided because it removes layers of built up protective skin that is useful when barefooting (Frazine 24). 

Many effects and benefits of barefooting can be discovered the second that one takes off their shoes. These benefits include correct biomechanics, softer treading, and better balance. However, there are some effects such as strengthened foot muscles, which take a good deal of time to acquire. As technology continues to advance and more studies and research are done to find the effects of barefoot running, society may begin to accept the idea and conform to the barefoot revolution.
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