
An Introduction to the Alexander Technique. 

-by Jonathan Hill 

 

The Alexander Technique is a process that allows you to freely co-ordinate your body so that it is in a state of 

constantly re-balancing tension. This is achieved by studying your own habits and identifying those that restrict 

you from balance. The approach of the technique is to gradually inhibit these habits with consciously directed 

thinking.  

 

The technique was founded by Frederick Matthias Alexander, (1869-1955,) a former Shakespearean recitalist 

who encountered great difficulty when performing. He found that he would regularly lose his voice, even when 

doctors said he appeared to be healthy and even after prolonged periods of rest.  

 

Without any apparent available medical cure, he took at first with a series of mirrors so that he could observe his 

body whilst he practiced performing. He observed that he would contract his neck down and back when he recited 

which effectively stopped him from being able to speak at all. This was the first habit that he encountered and no 

matter how hard he tried, he would always repeat this when he tried to recite.  

 

Alexander studied himself (and others) for his whole life and discovered several principles that allow a person to 

actively allow themselves to ‘not do’ their destructive habits by focusing on their use not their functioning. 

 

 For example, Alexander could not break his habit of contracting his neck down and back whilst reciting because 

he was focusing on the functioning of that act rather than the coordinated use of his whole body. This is called 

end-gaining. 

 

 

 

 

 



Unreliable Senses 

The reason that Alexander, or any human being, cannot break habits directly is linked to faulty sensory 

perception. Due to the way in which habits are formed (by repetition) the body can become used to destructive 

habits as new habits are learnt. 

 

For example, slumping into a big squishy sofa can feel very ‘comfortable’ even though we are contorting and 

restricting our whole bodies quite drastically. These “unreliable senses” I mention are known as kinesthesia or 

proprioception; which is the process that allows awareness of relative position of trunk and limbs, and all aspects 

of muscular activity and effort. 

 

The causes of faulty sensory awareness 

The main causes: 

 

1)  “The mind has an innate tendency to seek out the stimulation of the new, which necessarily crowds out the 

old.”1   

 

Simple and familiar things tend to get ignored, once we get used to something we are likely to stop noticing it. 

We push the habitual and familiar into the minds background, so that the new and unfamiliar can take its place in 

the foreground.  

 

This is a disadvantage because humans forget the habits that they have already created because they can no longer 

sense the previously learned habits. Old habits become unconscious, and are therefore uncontrollable.  

 

2) The senses may become diminished through too much or too little use. For example, the smoker who can no 

longer taste food as well as he could before he started to smoke. 

 

 

                                                
1  P. Alcantara, Indirect Procedures (Oxford, 1997), 42 



3) The most important in relation to the technique; 

 

 “the senses may become unreliable due to a misuse of the self.”2  

  

The more tense a body part is, the less sensitive it becomes: 

 

 “The freer a body part is, the better able it is to sense accurately what it is doing.” 

When you misuse yourself, the whole suffers, including the head, neck and back. Every time you contract you 

neck you disturb its many proprioceptors and distort their feedback. Misuse, in other words, always causes a 

distortion of sensory perception.”3  

 

This is the same point in relation to Alexander himself; although he could tell he was doing something wrong 

because his voice was regularly damaged, he could not tell what it was until detailed and prolonged observation 

of his habits (over a period of many months).  

 

By having lessons and improving sensory awareness, the student is able to deal with habitual problems much 

more effectively than just observing themselves in a mirror. Alexander said it was impossible to learn the 

technique without a teacher, although he did do so, it took him his whole life. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
2 P. Alcantara, Indirect Procedures (Oxford, 1997), 42 
3 P. Alcantara, Indirect Procedures (Oxford, 1997), 42/43 



Inhibition 

To allow the body to work in a coordinated and balanced manner, students must learn to change their old 

destructive habits. This is done by inhibition and direction: 

 

 “To inhibit is to not consent to a habitual reaction that causes a misuse of the self. The idea is not to inhibit 

use directly but to aim to inhibit end gaining (the motivation to act that causes misuse).”4  

 

Alexander discovered that habits automatically occur not because of the action itself, but because of the link 

between the decision to act and the act itself. So, rather than trying to get rid of misuse of the self (or destructive 

habits) he needed to avoid responding to the thought or decision which comes before the action itself.  

 

F.M Alexander says: 

 “To overcome instinctive reasoning (i.e. a habitual reaction) it’s necessary to make the experience of 

receiving the stimulus (to stand, to sit, to run) and of refusing to do anything immediately in response. By doing 

this you allow yourself to project the image of the correct action in your mind thus avoiding a quick instinctive 

reaction.”5  

 

So in Alexander’s case his decision was that he wanted to speak, to inhibit he must decide not to do so. This is 

inhibition of a habitual response.  

 

Direction 

After inhibiting then the student can begin to direct the body. Throughout further years of study Alexander 

realized the mechanism that if the relationship between the head to the neck and the head and neck to the back is 

not freely balanced (and constantly re-balancing) then a person cannot function freely. He called this relationship 

the Primary Control and it is a key factor in the Alexander technique. 

 

                                                
4 P. Alcantara, Indirect Procedures (Oxford, 1997), 47 
5 F.M. Alexander, The Use of The Self (London, 2002) 41 



Gravity is always pushing down on us and shortening the length of our spines and thus affecting the Primary 

Control, to pull the head downwards and back and to contract the neck is a common habitual response. So, first 

we must direct this; a common direction is ‘allow the head to go forwards and up’ thus countering gravity and 

allowing the head to balance nicely on the joint between skull and neck.  

 

This direction is not an implication of position (as indeed all directions are not), rather it is a freeing of the head at 

the joint between head and neck by refraining from tightening and pulling it downwards in the habitual way. All 

directions aim to achieve an energized balance rather than movement.  

 

Alexander then developed an effective strategy to combat habitual response, which can be applied to any 

unwanted automatic response. He would first ‘think up’ (thus freeing the Primary control) and decide on his 

action (for example speaking). Then he would do one of three things: 

 

“1) Carry on thinking up and do nothing. 

  2) Carry on thinking up and perform another action (raise his hand, for instance); or 

  3) Carry on thinking up and speak.”6  

 

He discovered that by alternating between these different responses that the thought of direction upwards (thus 

directing his whole body through the Primary Control) became more important than the action itself  

and that the habit was therefore prevented indirectly. In Alexander’s case, he was finally able to speak and ‘think 

up’ at the same time and therefore able to perform again.  

 

Alexander labeled the process of inhibition and direction the “means whereby”7, this process itself is the 

Alexander technique and can be applied to any action or habitual response. There are no “exercises” (although 

there some procedures used which put the body in positions of mechanical advantage) in the Alexander technique, 

just this one central process.  

                                                
6 P. Alcantara, Indirect Procedures (Oxford, 1997), 68 
7 F.M. Alexander, The Use of The Self (London, 2002) 48 



 

Conclusion: Advantages and Disadvantages. 

 

The Alexander technique improves perception, ease of movement and enables students to become very accurately 

self aware, it is used for many applications. It is taught in performance schools of dance, acting, circus, music, 

voice and some Olympic sports. 

 

The advantages of the technique are many; it is able to relieve back and neck pain, headaches, stuttering, eyesight 

problems, repetitive strain injury and even depression. It has been taken on by the National Health Service (UK) 

as a complimentary alternative to standard medical treatment. It also helps performers to overcome performance 

anxiety and sharpen perception. 

 

The one main disadvantage is that for many it means a change of lifestyle because you have to work at changing 

all the habits that feel ‘comfortable’ and ‘normal’. Also, the process (means whereby) can take many years to 

learn.  

 

Due to faulty sensory perception and the immensely influential power of habits, it is essential that anyone willing 

to study the Alexander technique have some practical lessons, even if it is only a few to begin with. The hands on 

directions given by the teacher are invaluable in learning when you are beginning to free up your body. I add of 

course, that it is not this feeling which you should be working on, but the process itself. If you work on the 

“means whereby” then the body will become free.  
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Extra points…..end gaining and postitions of mechanical advantage. 
 
 
End gaining 
 
When a person decides to perform an action and just “goes for it” then all of their 
habitual reactions will take place immediately. Example; someone wants to sit down in a 
chair and does so by trying to sit down in the chair (most of the time an action will be 
completed fairly competently but in an un-coordinated way). This is end gaining, and it 
means that rather than focusing on the process of the “means whereby” in preparation of 
an action, a person just allows their body to respond in a habitual, uncoordinated and 
potentially damaging way.  
 
An interesting point to observe is that it is entirely possible to achieve physically skilled 
actions to an incredible standard whilst misusing your body very badly. However, this 
often leads to fatigue after every time this certain action is completed and will have long 
term affects on the health of that person. Some professional musicians misuse their 
bodies very badly whilst performing but still play to a high standard. Often these people 
either have relatively short playing careers, or they use themselves well away from their 
instrument to recover (not an ideal situation, recovery rather than prevention). 
 
 
Positions of Mechanical advantage 
 
In the Alexander technique there exist several “positions of mechanical advantage” these 
positions are not exercises to learn the technique. Rather, it is the preparation of the 
position that brings benefit, awareness and freedom. The preparation is the means 
whereby (essentially; inhibition, direction and then choice of action whilst still directing).  
 
The term “position” should not be taken as literal, these positions are not meant to be 
strict, fixed or rigid. In fact, the opposite is necessary in exploring the technique, often a 
position will be taken and then the teacher and student will experiment on variations.  
 
The process (means whereby) of the technique is what is focused on and it is this central 
process that is applied to everything you do in your life. The outcome of a given position 
or action may or may not take place, any outcome in itself is only incidental to the way in 
which you use yourself. 
 
The result of working on these positions is that you eventually learn the means whereby 
and can therefore apply it to anything you do, thus being able to consciously coordinate 
your body regardless of what you are doing. 
 
 
Semi Supine position 
 
Essentially this is lying on your back with your knees bent, feet down, head supported by 
a few books with hands resting on the torso (elbows resting on the table away from the 
body). The main advantage to this position is that gravity is not shortening the spine 
(although it is still affecting it in other ways). This allows for greater freedom for 
direction, and is used by every Alexander teacher. It is also a rejuvenating procedure, 
because the spine is relieved of the compression of gravity, it is only rejuvenating of 
course, if you are directing and using the means whereby.   
 



This position can “feel” wonderful, especially at the hands of a teacher, however it is not 
this feeling that we are looking for (striving to get a feeling is end-gaining) but the means 
whereby. If you focus on the means whereby then this wonderful feeling may or may not 
come back, it potentially should feel very different to what you normally feel. These 
feelings at first are always influenced by faulty sensory perception, sometimes something 
might “feel” wonderful, even though it only does because you are allowing some muscles 
to completely collapse and your habits have allowed you to ignore that the other muscles 
are compensating (this contributes to a rigid, non-coordinated use). 
 
Other Procedueres: 
 
The whispered “ah” is an exercise involving the breath, it is a procedure whereby you 
first learn to direct and then to use your facial mechanisms, the combination of the two 
affecting the breathing indirectly. 
 
There is also the Monkey and then the lunge (which is a variation on the monkey) and 
“hands on the back of a chair”. 
 
All of these procedures have potential for infinite variation and combinations of them can 
be applied to a particular area action or area of study. 
 
I hesitate to describe all these procedures in any detail and strongly recommend anyone 
seeking to study the technique to experience all of these “positions” from a teacher. There 
is almost no point (at first) trying to do these exercises on your own because of faulty 
sensory awareness and the fact that you cannot see all of your body. A beginner is more 
likely to re-enforce habitual use and potentially damage themselves than gain any benefit 
without teacher guidance.  
 
  
 


