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Conscious Evolution and Conscious Control

James J. Walsh, M.D. PH.D., SC.D.
An early criticism of F. M. Alexander. This is an extract
(chapter XV) from Cures – The Story of the Cures That Fail
(D. Appleton & Co., New York, 1923.). The book critisizes
healers, magnetism, hypnotism, manipulations, positive
thinking among others. We have no records of what Alexander
thought.

We have heard so much about the subconscious and the unconscious in
recent years and the extremely important place which they hold in life
and health that the poor conscious powers of humanity seem in our day
to have been relegated to the scrap heap of worn out faculties of human
nature, whose usefulness has been almost outlived or whose value has
come to be extremely limited with the development of civilization and of
man. Indeed some of the strenuous advocates of the supremely important
place of the unconscious and the subconscious have suggested a comparison of humanity in this regard to the iceberg. Only one-fifth or less of the
iceberg appears above the surface of the water and this is about the proportionate amount of the conscious that has an active place in existence,
while ‘the hidden giant of the unconscious’ or ‘the submerged self of the
subconscious’ is represented by the other four-fifths hidden beneath the
surface of the water which makes the iceberg ever so much more dangerous to shipping than the very small part which appears to the eye. It is
from our other selves, our submerged personalities, that all our trouble
comes; through them we must be cured.
Fortunately in the last few years a definite reaction has come against
this exaggeration of the significance of the unconscious, or as aforesaid,
subconscious, and the neglected conscious is coming into its own again.
It is all a matter of words, of course, but words can be powerful as alterative medicines whenever they change people’s ideas with regard to their
ailments. Psychoanalysis and M. Coué by developing a special psychology
of their own to suit their purposes, and by sending their patients to their
subconscious and their unconscious, have counted their ‘cures’ by the
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thousands every year. But that does not mean that the antonym, the conscious, may not be restored to its pristine station in life by some present
or future healer, and may not be used to denote a resource just as effective
as the un- or the sub-conscious when describing a new curative method.
Here in this country we have had at least one athletic trainer who began
by teaching people how to use their muscles and bring about muscular
development, and then found a larger field for the employment of his
genius in a system of instruction in what he called conscious evolution.
At first he made muscle training and development the be-all and end-all
of existence, but the number interested in that was very limited compared
to the larger number who wanted to have health and good feeling without
taking exercise and without the trouble of getting tired. According to the
new system, then, to maintain health and prevent disease and develop
your powers of mind and body until you could use them to the greatest possible advantage for health and prosperity, all you had to do was
to cultivate ‘the conscious evolution’ of your being. This, it was insisted,
would give you not only vigor and heartiness of body, but also deepen
your mental ability and confer upon you the faculty of making money and
insure your success in life, no matter what your aim might lie. All your
handicaps of any and every kind were to be removed by the magic formula
of ‘conscious evolution.’ What most people need is a formula. They want
a short cut, an easy way to accomplishment, that will take the place of the
necessity of effort on their part in ‘making up their minds’ which is the
impression commonly used when men really mean ‘making up their wills.’
When it was clear that ‘conscious evolution’ had such a vogue there
was no question but that the ‘conscious’ would come to be applied once
more in other directions, at least so far as words were concerned. ‘Conscious control’ was the next claimant for attention. The inventor of the
system was a voice culturist from Australia. Of course he discovered a new
method of voice culture and voice production. Did any one ever know a
professor of elocution or of voice culture who was deeply interested in
his work who did not discover an absolutely new method of training the
voice? The Australian professor ran true to type. He lost his own voice – it
is to be hoped that no one would be unkind enough to say that this aphonia was very probably hysterical, though that is the most usual nosology
for readily recoverable loss of the voice – and then having discovered how
to bring it back, he proceeded to teach all the world the secret that he had
found.
Having elaborated this new method of voice production and control
he found, after a time, that the principles underlying his discovery with
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regard to the voice would also control and maintain health generally. He
had been, up to this time, in quite delicate health himself, so he proceeded
to apply it to his own case with marvelous success. How many of these
healers begin by curing themselves? No physician is quite willing to diagnose or treat his own case because he knows how little he knows of this
immensely complex machine of the body, and how liable he is to have his
feelings run away with his judgment when he himself, or his family is concerned. All the healers with a special mission, however, confidently diagnose and then successfully treat themselves. They have no hesitation at
all, indeed they know that the only one who really knows anything about
their case is themselves and that no one else could possibly be able to do
for them what they can do themselves. Any one who is reasonably familiar
with nervous diseases is prone to wonder when he reads their stories what
was really the matter with them. Hysteria is such a multiform disease that
it may mask itself almost under any symptoms. The one supremely noticeable feature of it is that any impressive suggestion will cure it, even in its
most aggravated form, if the suggestion once gains entry into the mind.
Having cured himself, then, the Australian voice culturist proceeded to
set himself up as a healer in the sense of a giver of health to others.
His method is of the simplest. He has the key to the mystery of disease and health and it can be given in less than half a dozen words. All
that is needed is respiratory reeducation and conscious control. Breathing
exercises and proper pose and poise of body so as to bring the muscles
into action in the right way – there is the whole secret. Most of the newly
invented methods of voice culture are founded on some elaborate mode,
supposed at least to be novel, of directing the breathing. Each new inventor in this line is quite sure that no one ever lighted on this particular
method, so it is with Mr Alexander. Having transferred his method of
breathing exercises to the restoration and maintenance of health, his system is comparatively easy to understand. He is quite sure that the greatest
difficulty that mankind is laboring under with regard to its health at the
present time is its failure to breathe properly. He is quite confident, however, that he can teach the world to. breathe properly and hold itself well,
and then all will be well.
It is amusing to take some of Alexander’s expressions and not take
them too seriously, of course, and note some of the nice, mouth-filling
words of his formularies. It would be mighty hard at times to make out
just what they meant, but that would depend on how seriously you took
the underlying key to health and the cure and prevention of all disease as
being dependent on respiratory reeducation and conscious control.
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The main element in all of the supposedly marvelous contributions to
the literature of health in the past has always been words, words, words.
A collection of the books of healers who had made wonderful discoveries
and were quite sure that they were destined to ‘cure’ all the ills that flesh
is heir to and a few more besides would constitute a wonderful series of
volumes consisting mainly of polysyllabic words. Here is what seems a
typical example of this sort of thing in the latest of the healers: ‘The first
principle of all training from the earliest years of child life must be on
a conscious plane of coordination, reeducation and readjustment which
will establish a normal kinaesthesia or muscular discrimination.’ It would
make an excellent exercise for a class in English composition to put that
sentence into shorter words and thus make its meaning or lack of meaning clearer than it is, but above all show how little meaning there is in it.
The more conscious attention there is to function the more disturbed it
is likely to be is the experience of physicians all down the ages, but then
we have changed all that as the result of this great new discovery from
Australia.
His book is just full of these wordy polysyllabic expressions, glittering generalities of the veriest kind, expressing what are often the simplest
platitudes in words of ponderous length and almost thunderous sound.
Here is an example: ‘Any one who has acquired the power of coordinating himself correctly can readjust the parts of his body to meet the
requirements of almost any position while always commanding adequate
and correct movements of the respiratory apparatus and perfect control’;
which I suppose is as much as to say, ‘Use your muscles properly and you
can stand and sit right and breathe and talk well.’ Proper breathing by
itself alone, for instance, Mr Alexander says, is perfectly capable of curing anemia, ‘the white face becoming a natural color.’ As under the word
anemia may be represented everything from the pallor of under eating
or of going out without breakfast in the morning, through the chlorosis
of young women consequent upon the presence of too small a heart and
arteries, up to pernicious anemia, the most fatal of metabolic diseases, it
becomes easy to understand what a wonderful panacea for the correction
of all blood defects from a failure to manufacture to over destruction of
red blood corpuscles, breathing exercises must be. His system, however,
is quite as capable of bringing about that most difficult consummation so
devoutly to be wished and the subject of so many desires, ‘a reduction of
fat in the obese by its being burned off with the extra oxygen supply.’ All
that over-fat patients have to do is just to breathe their fat away. What a
lovely formula that is, what could be simpler or more satisfying to those
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who dislike effort and especially find it extremely difficult to practice selfdenial. Is it any wonder that the new healer has gained popularity among
sedentary livers? His promise to reduce obesity without necessity for exercise – he is by the way not a great believer in exercise, and therefore a
favorite with those who dislike it – and without the always grievous task
of having to abstain from one’s favorite fattening foods, comes quite as a
heaven sent message. Here is a healer who has a heart for the little weaknesses of mankind.
Breathing exercises in a word become the master key that unlocks the
mystery of all disease and supplies that curative impulse which will practically rid human beings of anything they have the matter with them. Of
course the Australian seer does not state his contribution to healing in
any such simple words as I have ventured to use here. Long words are
talismanic in their effect upon ailing patients, especially when they are the
class who have the consciousness that what ordinary folk could understand readily could scarcely be expected to cure their ills. Highly educated
psychoneurotics must have something mysterious stated in a recondite
formula and with words that are unfamiliar and not easy for the commonality of people to comprehend at all, gathered together into sentences that
have an impressive length and very few small words. Alexander’s claim as
synopsized by himself is very simple, but very far reaching.
‘My first claim is that psycho-physical guidance by conscious control,
when applied as a universal principle to ‘living,’ constitutes an unfailing
preventive for disease, mental and physical, for malformations and loss of
general efficiency.’ This claim is not exactly what would be called a modest one. Stated in plain terms it implies that this method can prevent all
bodily diseases, and we have quite a number of them from pneumonia
and tuberculosis and heart disease to brain and arterial disease, through
kidney disease and the infections, to say nothing of cancer and a few others – and all mental diseases, that is, insanity, in all its forms, whether
acquired through toxic factors or induced by heredity. It goes a step farther than that and prevents deformities and of course guarantees against
the development of all the ordinary functional diseases which impair general efficiency.
Some far-reaching claim, indeed, that of the voice culturist from Australia, but of course it is the same sort of claim as one meets with from
every one of these healers all down the centuries. They can always ‘cure’
everything. They have discovered a mysterious secret hitherto hidden
from mankind which simply wipes out the ills that flesh is heir to. It does
not matter what they come from, apply the remedy and straightway all is
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well. Their ‘cure’ must of course be applied the right way, usually under
their own direction and only after the question of due consideration for
their labor in the matter is definitely settled. But once this important preliminary has been arranged, all the patient has got to do, as a rule, is follow a few simple directions and be ‘cured.’
Lest it should be thought that perhaps I am exag gerating the claims
made by Alexander, for he has a great many people of culture and education, some of them professors who are looked upon as deep-thinking men,
among his followers, let me quote his own words farther. Otherwise it
might seem impossible that he could talk such nonsense as this and have
so many learned devotees accept it. Alexander does not hesitate to say, in
his books that all diseases are produced by failure to follow his method
and they can all be ‘cured’ by taking it up. For those who may have any
doubts about it, here is his next claim in which he mentions specifically
some of the most serious diseases which continue to afflict humanity simply because his great secret is not yet known among men. But it is only a
question of a little time now until they will be no more. We may bid them
good-by.
My next claim is that all such diseases as those referred to above (for
example, cancer, appendicitis, bronchitis, tuberculosis, etc.) [matter in
parentheses is all his, the Lord only knows what is included under the etc.,
Bright’s, brain and heart disease, I suppose] are too often permitted to
remain uneradicated and frequently undetected, and so to develop in consequence of the failure to recognize that the real cause of the development
of such diseases is to be found in the erroneous preconceived ideas of the
persons immediately concerned, ideas which affect the organism in the
manner described in Part I of this book.

Erroneous preconceived ideas he proclaims to be the cause of cancer,
appendicitis, and consumption. The trouble is all error of breathing. For
Alexander that is the source of all disease just as subluxation of the spine
is for Dr Still, late of Kansas!
After this it would seem impossible that any such claimant for healing powers could possibly secure a following among intelligent, educated
people. Any one who thinks that forgets entirely the potent influence of
‘cures’ in bringing conviction to mankind. Just let any one ‘cure’ a lot
of people, above all ‘cure’ a professor himself or some of his immediate
friends, of some affection from which he suffers probably because of his
over attention to his books and his neglect of exercise and of outdoor air

James Walsh ~ Conscious Evolution and Conscious Control

7

and diversion of mind, and then no absurdity is too great to be swallowed.
Alexander talks and talks and talks about evolution in the same vague way
as Andrew Jackson Davis, the Seer of Poughkeepsie, who had read ‘Vestiges of Creation’ and founded his philosophy of life and health on that.
Of course Andrew Jackson Davis had his followers among the university
men of his time and so has F. Matthias Alexander now.
It is wonderful what an immense amount of benefit ‘conscious control’
with breathing exercises, of course, can accomplish for mankind according
to Mr Alexander’s book, Man’s Supreme Inheritance. When asked whether
his method of treatment can be applied to the ‘cure’ of bad habits, such as
smoking, Mr Alexander declares:
In the first place all specific bad habits such as overindulgence in food,
drink, tobacco, etc. [this etc. including, I suppose, drugs of all kinds and
perhaps vicious sex habits] evidence a lack of ‘control’ in a certain direction
and the greater number of specific disorders such as asthma, tuberculosis, cancer, nervous complaints, etc., indicate interference with the normal
conditions of the body, lack of control and imperfect working of the human
mechanism with displacement of different parts of that mechanism, loss of
vitality and its inevitable concomitant lower activity of functioning in all the
vital organs . . . . To regain normal health and power in all such cases, what I
have called ‘reeducation’ is absolutely imperative. This treatment begins in
practically all cases, by instructions in the primary factors connected with
the eradication of erroneous preconceived ideas connected with bad habits
and the simplest correct mental and physical coordination.

In other words, come to me, all ye that have symptoms of any kind,
and I will relieve you. The worse they are and the more the doctors have
failed to relieve them the surer you can be that this new system, which
represents a great new discovery, will ‘cure’ them.
I do not think it would be possible to put more wordy twaddle together
with regard to disease and its cause and ‘cure’ than is to be found in these
few sentences that I have just quoted. One does not need to be a physician
to appreciate that fact, one needs only to know but a little of physiology
and pathology and bacteriology in the general notions that are imparted
in most well regulated schools. Here is a man, however, appealing to the
educated, and manifestly reaching them, who talks about the symptom
asthma, which of itself means simply difficulty of breathing, but which
represents what is often an extremely disturbing condition that is sometimes due to serious heart disease when approaching its fatal termination,
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sometimes to the kidneys when their duty of elimination is seriously failing, sometimes merely to the nerves, but sometimes to profound disturbance of metabolism and sometimes to the severest of intoxicant idiosyncrasies; and considers, apparently, that any or all of them may be due to
a lack of proper training in breathing and ‘conscious control’ of muscles.
Then he deliberately suggests, so as to widen the appeal and reach more
patients, that a few such other affections as tuberculosis, cancer, the alcohol habit, as well as the drug habits, I suppose, are all to be ‘cured’ in the
same way by teaching ‘conscious control’ plus breathing exercises.
It is pitiable to think what patients who have suffered for years and
are now approaching, perhaps, the fatal terminations of their various diseases will feel when the news of this great new development reaches them.
All they needed was to get rid of ‘erroneous preconceived ideas’ under
a breathing specialist and then their diseases would have dropped from
them. It mattered not how serious their diseases were. They might even
be cancer, tuberculosis, or asthma, or pernicious anemia, and this new
method would infallibly eradicate them. The ‘cure’ is brought about ‘by
controlled use of the muscular mechanism. In this process the blood is
purified, the circulation is gradually improved, and all the injurious accumulations are removed by the internal massage which is part and parcel
of the increased vital activity from such reeducation.’ We have the absolute assurance of this because a distinguished university professor told us
about it all in an article in the Atlantic Monthly called ‘The Philosopher’s
Stone.’ The title was not a joke, but to be taken quite seriously. Here at
last was the elixir of life. As the professor said, ‘I am not telling my plain
tale because I happen to have been redeemed in body and soul through
Mr Alexander’s method or because I have known others to have been so
redeemed.’
Even more interesting for the modern physician than the ‘cures’ of this
new healer is his method of diagnosis. After all we have had ‘cures’ worked
by everything from mummy and the moss from a hanged man’s skull to
whisky tonics and Schlatter’s handkerchiefs so that we are, to use the English expression, ‘bally well fed up on cures.’ To tell a physician who knows
the history of medicine even a little, that some new remedy or method of
treatment ‘cures’ disease is enough to make him suspect at once that its
effect may be on the mind, not the body. Any quack can ‘cure’ disease, but
what the physician wants to know is what was the matter with the patient.
Diagnosis is the department of medicine that has developed scientifically
in recent years to such an extent as to bring us measurably near that consummation so devoutly to be wished that the practice of medicine shall be
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a science rather than an art.
Mr Alexander’s diagnosis was outlined for the readers of the Atlantic
Monthly by a distinguished American university professor as follows: ‘He
does not have to undress you or ask you what is the matter with you, or
establish your anamnesis’ [may I say for the benefit of those not familiar
with medical terms that ‘establish your anamnesis’ means in simpler English ‘take your history’].
No, all that is necessary is just to take a look at you. ‘Your obviously
faulty posture and movements immediately strike his keen experienced
eye.’ Manifestly his eye is much more penetrating than the x-rays or anything like that and so Mr Alexander sees right through you, knows exactly
what is the matter with you without asking a question, and then of course
proceeds to ‘cure’ you. He sees the beginnings of ‘cancer, appendicitis,
bronchitis, tuberculosis, etc.’ especially etc., and prevents their development. How redolent the whole thing is of healers of all kinds all down the
centuries. It is not surprising under the circumstances that the Australian Seer’s directions confer wonderful powers of penetration upon his
patients. The writer in the Atlantic tells us: ‘One of the first results of
Mr A’s instruction is the conviction that physically we are fools in spite
of gymnasium practice and books on physical culture.’ It is too bad that
another of the results of Mr Alexander’s instructions is not the conviction
that mentally we are fools whenever our own health is in question, no
matter how much we think we know.
The Australian’s great work, however, is accomplished on the body, not
the mind, and the result of his system is, as might be expected from the
fact that cancer, tuberculosis, asthma, anemia, appendicitis, etc., are done
away with, a new creation of the body. As has been told us by high authority, ‘Mr Alexander does not simply exhort one to exert conscious control;
he actually remodels the body as a sculptor models the clay, gives one a
fresh and discriminating muscular sense which not only does away with
distortions and expensive strains, but reacts upon one’s habitual moods
and intellectual operations.’ It is too bad it does not affect these latter
more profoundly so as to enable one to see the gibberish one is accepting
as common sense. Only one thing needs to be added here for the benefit
of those who think that education will serve to preserve mankind from
healers and ‘cures’ of all sorts. The Introductory Word to this work in
which appendicitis, cancer, tuberculosis, asthma, etc., particularly, etc.,
are ‘cured’ by means of breathing exercises and ‘conscious control’ of
muscles, was written by one of the best educated men in the country who
is the head of the department of philosophy of one of our most important
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universities. He confesses that ‘as a layman I am incompetent to pass
judgment upon the particular technic through which he [Mr Alexander]
would bring about a control of intelligence over the bodily organism so
as not merely to cure, but to prevent, the present multitudinous maladies
of adjustment.’ But he is perfectly sure that ‘he [Mr Alexander] does not
stop with the pious recommendation of such conscious control; he possesses and offers a definite method for its realization, and even a layman
can testify, as I am glad to do, to the efficacy of its working in concrete
cases.’
‘What a dear old maxim the Latins had in that precious aphorism sutor
ne ultra crepidam. That maxim never applies more than when humanity
is ‘cured’ of anything. Every man who is ‘cured,’ however, has always felt
at all times that he has had exemplified in him some wonderful new discovery and the number of the ‘cures’ that fail goes right on multiplying.
Education, instead of lessening them, will probably increase them.
The only thing we can do is to laugh quietly at human nature, for we
are all in it and there is no way of getting out of it. Augustine Birrell at the
end of his essay on Carlyle has a passage that one would like to paraphrase
a little bit.
Fellow mortals! Lend me your ears and let me whisper into their furry
depths, ‘Don’t let us quarrel with human nature, we are part and parcel of
it ourselves and we share the defects and qualities of the race just like every
one else. In matters of health and its preservation and disease and its cure
we can only pray that we shall not let our feelings run away with us’.
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