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Tests of principle in physical 
education*

George L. Trevelyan

It is widely recognised today that our health and physique are not 
what they should be. Badly controlled and ill-adjusted bodies are 
so common that we take them for granted and even treat them as 
natural, but having awakened to the fact that something should be 
done we have launched a campaign for physical education. It is still 
very generally assumed that weak and inefficient bodies can be made 
strong and sound through the doing of exercises, although in certain 
quarters there are misgivings about the fundamental soundness of the 
principles on which we have based our physical training. Many differ-
ent methods of physical education are now in use and their teachings 
often conflict with one another, and although the importance of pos-
ture and carriage is universally stressed, it is frequently admitted that 
as yet there is no really satisfactory definition of good posture.†

* Read before the Alexander Society 15th July 1937. First published in the Alex-
ander Society Bulletin No. 2,  January 1938.

† From “The Scientific Basis of Physical Education” (Oxford Medical Publica-
tion, 1937) by Dr F. W. W. Griffin (editor of Journal of the Chartered Society of 
Massage and Medical Gymnastics), p. 139:

  “Since ‘posture is the basis of movement, all movements start and end 
in a posture’ (Samson Wright, 1936), it would have been thought that in these 
modern days of science . . . there would have been freely available standards 
for judging good posture as contrasted with bad posture, so that any medi-
cal adviser or gymnastic instructor would have been enabled easily to state at 
once in any given case not only what posture was good or bad but in what the 
badness or goodness consisted. Unfortunately, no such standards are extant, 
as search through many books of physical education will show, and indeed 
some temporarily approved postures are physiologically and physically un-
sound, being judged by inadequate observation and often from only one point 
of view, i.e., back or front of the body. This complete neglect of the scientific 
approach vitiates much of the modern teaching of gymnastics (a term used 
here in its widest connotation), and in some cases renders it not only a waste 
of time but actually harmful. . . .” [See also editor’s endnote.]
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We have lacked some standard by means of which we may judge 
for ourselves whether a particular method is based on sound principle, 
and we are too prone to judge by specific results, forgetting that if the 
underlying principle is unsound it is likely that these results will be 
gained at the expense of other unwished for and harmful changes, and 
that the method may in the long run do more harm than good.

I wish in this paper to consider some of the working principles and 
tacit assumptions underlying modern physical education in the light 
of some facts pointed out by F. Matthias Alexander,* whose work, 
though not physical culture, goes far towards giving us the standard 
or criterion we need for judging the soundness of the methods we are 
adopting today. So original and fundamental is Alexander’s contribu-
tion to our thought and knowledge that it is impossible to define it 
in a sentence without being misleading, and often hard for those who 
have not had practical demonstration to grasp the significance of his 
technique. He is concerned, as the titles of his books suggest, with the 
conscious direction and control of our manner of using our bodies as 
a whole, a working unity.

We must remember that this is a new field of enquiry and that 
no consideration had previously been given to the influence of the 
way we use our bodies on their functioning, nor has any provision 
been made for the study of “use” in the general sense in which Alex-
ander uses the term, either in the training for physical education or 
the medical curriculum.

Five key points stand out in Alexander’s investigations into this 
field, as recorded and described in The Use of the Self.

1. The body is a working unity and must be treated as such. If defects are 
treated specifically and are not seen in relation to general, wrong 
working, some compensatory trouble is almost sure to be cultivated 
in some other part.

2. A great many of our defects are the direct result of what we are doing with 

* Author of Man’s Supreme Inheritance, Constructive Conscious Control of the Indi-
vidual, and The Use of the Self.
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ourselves. The remedy lies in learning how to stop doing the thing 
which pulls the body out of shape, not in learning to do something 
else.

3. When once we have come to use ourselves wrongly and the wrong 
habits have come to feel familiar and right, our “sensory apprecia-
tion,” that is the judgment based on feeling as to what we are doing with 
ourselves, will be found to be more or less unreliable. The right uses will 
at first feel wrong, and we cannot, therefore, hope to make changes 
and improvements in the way our bodies work simply by relying on 
this same untrustworthy feeling as a guide.

4. The problem in making such fundamental changes in adjustment 
as are involved in improving posture is how to change from a known 
condition to one that is strange and unknown. We cannot know the un-
known. If a method is really to make changes it must be based on 
some principle which allows new adjustments and new equilibrium 
progressively to come about without the pupil having to know before-
hand what the new conditions will be like. In the average exercise it is 
obviously assumed that both teacher and pupil know what has to 
be done. Where then is the change into the unknown?

5. Alexander has demonstrated that the working of the human organism 
is governed by a primary control consisting of a certain use of the head 
in relation to the neck and the head and neck in relation to torso 
and limbs. This is not a question of “right position,” which implies 
something fixed and does not allow for change, but of a perpetu-
ally adjusting relationship of parts which keeps what can loosely be 
called a lengthening pull on the spine.

If we accept Alexander’s discoveries in the field of the use of the 
self, we must see that techniques of physical education, which purport 
to be making changes in habit and adjustment without recognising 
these points, are not based on sound principle. We must face the im-
plications of untrustworthy feeling and recognise that we are quite 
likely to be doing our pupils more harm than good if in our teaching 
we ignore the physiological fact of a primary control.

Let us, therefore, consider some of the principles underlying physi-
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cal education, bearing in mind the above five points. On questions of 
general principle there seems to be much common agreement. Many 
accept as axiomatic that the body must be educated as a whole; some 
stress the importance of coordinated use in daily life, rather than 
the sheer building up of muscle, though few appear to recognise that 
wrong use interferes with functioning.

As typical of the general approach I quote the opening sentences 
of the Report of the Physical Education Committee of the British 
Medical Association:*

The aim of physical education is to obtain and maintain the best pos-
sible development and functioning of the body, and thereby to aid the 
development of mental capacity and character. The mind and body are so 
essentially one that the divorce between them in what is commonly called 
education appears as unscientific as it is pronounced.

Again, in a report carried out on behalf of the Ling Association, 
entitled “The Relation of Posture to Body Build, Health and Efficien-
cy,” Miss Elizabeth Hoffa writes:

I have tried to treat the body as a functional unity . . . and to give sci-
entific support to the idea that posture must be looked upon as a function 
of the body which influences the efficiency of all the organs . . . With re-
gard to posture the way the body is used is as important as its structure.

The same note is struck throughout the recent correspondence in 
The Times concerning physical education. Many have rightly accepted 
the idea of mental-physical unity, but in the actual practice of physi-
cal culture certain tacit assumptions are made which hardly appear 
consonant with the statement of theory.

* This report, published in 1936, was also critically examined in chapter three of 
F. M. Alexander’s The Universal Constant in Living (1941). Ed.
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i. A little study of the Board of Education Syllabus of Physical Edu-
cation and of the methods in common use leaves one with the im-
pression that it is generally assumed that when each part of the body has 
been exercised and trained, development of the whole will have been achieved. 
We seem today to be saddled with this belief in specific treatment of 
the whole man. In the name of coordinating the whole, exercises are 
designed for every individual part, and we try to train every specific 
faculty, treat ever gland, and teach balance, relaxation and poise spe-
cifically. When all is done we are surely no nearer to coordinating the 
whole in the true sense.

We have seen the method of one very well-known instructor in Ed-
inburgh, who has tabulated some hundreds of exercises into specific 
headings such as “Concentration on the joints”, concentration on the 
will, the muscles, the feet, etc., and has classified them to show the 
qualities of character they will develop. Thus, if the pupil is aware of 
lack of courage, weakness of will, or uncertainty, he is able to select 
the exercise which meets his need! Alexander’s experience in the new 
field of “use” of the self, shows us all too clearly that the specific train-
ing does not overcome wrong conditions of general use and that very 
frequently it cultivates even more dangerous habits. The fact is that 
if a man is well coordinated he will have natural poise and balance, 
because these things are attendant on and conditioned by the general 
conditions of use. The lack of poise is a symptom of a condition of 
mal-coordination and wrong use of the body, and to hope to restore 
coordination by teaching poise specifically is to confuse cause and ef-
fect (vide point 1).

ii. A rather curious assumption is commonly made that if we can do 
an athletic or gymnastic feat it is necessarily good for us. Almost no consid-
eration is given to what the pupil does with himself in performing the feat. 
How often have we seen boys in school win at some athletic contest 
and be extolled by everyone when, in the effort, they were so dis-
torting and misusing themselves that in face and manner they looked 
like creatures in torture on the rack. Why do we consider the result 
of such importance that it is worthwhile pulling ourselves to pieces 

George L. Trevelyan



59

to achieve it? Is there not something wrong with our relative values? 
Surely Alexander is right in his constantly repeated contention that 
we should turn our attention to the intelligence with which a boy is 
directing his manner of using himself, instead of exhorting him simply 
to leap higher or run faster than his fellow. In training horses it is axi-
omatic that they should only very rarely be allowed to gallop “all out”.
We aim at achieving the “collected” trot or canter (which, by the way, 
is controlled through attaining a certain use of the head in relation to 
neck, and head and neck in relation to torso). Why is it, then, that 
in the training of boys the same principle is so rarely applied, and so 
much emphasis is laid on getting the end and so little on the manner 
of doing?

In the things we attempt to do we so often treat ourselves and train 
our children as if we had the physique of the ancient Greeks, whereas 
in fact, we are a race of more or less badly coordinated individuals, 
and there is grave danger in assuming that because the man whose 
conditions are right can do such-and-such a feat with impunity, the 
person who is wrong will benefit by the same things. It by no means 
follows that because certain boys are natural athletes and gymnasts, 
school athletics will improve the coordination of the boy who uses 
his body badly. Indeed, it is far more likely that the well coordinated 
boy will begin to cultivate wrong habits and to develop conditions of 
maladjustment, unless he is given some knowledge of how to control the use 
of himself. Violent exercise will naturally develop the conditions which 
are already present. If the body is naturally well coordinated and well 
used it will get stronger. If conditions are wrong to begin with they 
will become worse, and to believe that sheer exercise will coordinate 
a badly adjusted body is to ask for a miracle. Thus, if a boy is badly 
coordinated, the repetition of exercises can only have the effect of 
establishing more surely and firmly than before the existing undesir-
able conditions (vide point 2).

iii. The explanation of the last point is simple enough and is fully 
worked out in the first chapter of The Use of the Self (vide point 3). It 
is generally assumed that the way we use our bodies can and must be 
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left to nature, and that in this sphere instinct cannot go wrong. In 
almost every method of physical education it appears to be taken for 
granted that when you have told the pupil what to do or not to do, he will 
be able to carry the instruction out correctly and all will be well. Surely this 
is a fallacy. Once we are wrongly controlled, we cannot change our-
selves simply by trying to carry out instructions in the way we feel to 
be right, because our feeling will deceive us. Though reliable enough in 
repeating habit, it will not be a trustworthy guide in making changes 
and doing things which go against our habit of life because these new 
uses will at first feel strange and wrong. This very fundamental and really 
very obvious point seems to have been overlooked in the practice of 
physical education, and indeed so far as we have heard, Alexander is 
the only teacher who has faced up to its implications. He points out 
that where a pupil’s sensory guidance is so untrustworthy as to have 
led him to use himself wrongly, it is absurd to think he can set himself 
right again by relying on the same untrustworthy feeling. Indeed he 
has come to the sinister conclusion that where sensory appreciation is 
faulty (and this includes most of us) any specific attempt to right defective 
conditions will only put them more wrong, and he has found in teaching 
that the worst habits of wrong use have often been cultivated by the 
pupil in his misdirected attempts to act on some idea he has conceived 
or instruction he has been given for helping himself or overcoming 
some defect. This suggests that untold harm may be done by the most 
well-meaning attempts to help or correct ourselves or others, and to 
watch what children do with their bodies in response to such appar-
ently innocent suggestions as to sit up straight, hold the head up or 
stop slouching, must make one doubt the wisdom of giving specific 
instructions at all. Yet when we examine the textbooks of exercises we 
find them almost all based on the plan of giving the pupil instructions 
as to what he should do, the question of the trustworthiness of the 
feeling with which he is to carry out these instructions never coming 
into consideration.

iv. We seem to be obsessed with the sterile search for right positions and 
attitudes. Surely common sense should tell us that we shall never get 
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anywhere that way. There are not, and cannot be “right positions,”* 
because the conception implies fixation and does not allow for change. 
What is right for one is wrong for another; what is right at one mo-
ment and for one act will be wrong for the next. To “hold a position” 
implies fixing ourselves to the wrong set of present adjustments which 
feels to us right. The way to stand or sit or move must be left to the 
discretion of the individual and cannot be laid down by another, and 
if we had to learn and be conscious of right positions for every act, 
life would become intolerable.

If we must abandon the quest for right positions and agree that 
we cannot possibly know beforehand what the changed conditions 
of adjustment will be like (vide point 4), how can we possibly make 
changes? Alexander’s technique appears to provide a way out of the 
impasse or, at least, to show us the principle on which to set to work. 
He shows that, although there are no right positions as such, there is a 
right relationship of parts to each other, a right use which, while maintain-
ing the most advantageous conditions throughout the body, still allows 
for movement and adjustment. The condition of “right” or improving 
use cannot be satisfactorily described in words, any more than one 
could describe a sonata to someone who had never heard music. At 
best one can say, at the risk of being misinterpreted, that it is a condi-
tion of mobile working of parts one against the other (the harmonious 
working of the whole, involving by strange paradox, the antagonistic 
action of the different parts), this condition tending to take the pres-
sure off the joints and vertebræ, to “lengthen” the spine and to en-
large and increase the mobility of the thorax. If, however, we were to 
treat this statement as instruction in what we had to do, we should be 
falling into the fallacy challenged in section iii. “Lengthening” is not 
something we have to do, but a condition, a tendency brought about by 
ceasing to do the things which contract and shorten the stature; and 
if we try to “do” it by feeling, we shall get into trouble.

These conditions of use are governed, as we said in point 5, by a 
primary control, just as the complex working of a car is controlled 
* Vide: Man’s Supreme Inheritance (Chaterson, 1941, London) pp. 274-278: “What 

is the correct standing position, and the position of mechanical advantage”.
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from one or two simple centres. If Alexander is right on this point, 
our problem of commanding right use of the whole body is vastly 
simplified, for it follows that if once we can learn to maintain the 
particular relativity of parts which constitutes the primary control, we 
can ignore the working of the rest of the body and allow the changes 
in the working of limbs, breathing, etc., to come about in their own 
time and their own way. It becomes unnecessary and undesirable to 
attempt to be specifically conscious of the working of one’s body, and 
we can do away with the weight of specific instructions so often piled 
onto the student of athletics or gymnastics. The approach is the com-
plete reverse of that which implies that the pupil must “know” how 
arms, legs, feet, or ribs are to work. Indeed, if fundamental changes 
are to be made, we must relinquish altogether the attempt to “know” 
what the new adjustments will be like and allow the primary control, 
by conditioning the working of the rest, to bring them about for us.

Alexander’s analysis of conditions of right and wrong use shows 
the markedly harmful tendencies to be the overstiffening of the neck, 
pulling of the head backward and downward, narrowing of the back, 
contracting of the thorax, shortening of the stature, and locking back 
of the knees. Of all these the pulling back of the head is the most 
sinister because it interferes with the delicate mechanism which con-
stitutes the primary control. Watch the flight of birds, in particular 
that of ducks and swans, or the action of a horse when jumping or 
pulling, and it will be seen that the activity primary to all others is a 
stretching of the head out of the body in such a way as to bring about 
a lengthening pull on the spine. Then watch the average runner or 
athlete at moments of exertion, or the use we make of ourselves even 
in the mild efforts involved in ordinary activity, and it becomes appar-
ent that of all living creatures man alone has cultivated the habit of 
dragging the head back and down onto the spinal column.

Starting with the principles of Alexander’s technique, our first 
task in physical education should be the negative one of seeing that 
we do not in our teaching encourage the tendencies to wrong use, or 
we shall be cultivating mal-coordination, and therefore accentuating 
wrong functioning. The “military position” clearly tends to exagger-
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ate all these tendencies and amounts to a slow suicide by decreasing 
thoracic mobility and lung capacity. There is surely no medical man 
or physiologist who will deny that the raising of the chest and hol-
lowing of the back has the effect of narrowing the base of the lung by 
virtually knocking in the bony framework which surrounds it, while 
at the same time this tendency throws out of gear the great sets of 
“anti-gravity” muscles in the back. Why then do we go on training 
our soldiers this way? Is it force of habit or a perverted idea of smart-
ness, or have we never thought about it at all? There seems here to 
be a strange divorce between our scientific knowledge and our practi-
cal procedures. It is true that most physical education has abandoned 
the harmful military position, but as the significance of the primary 
control is largely unknown or overlooked and the whole question of 
“manner of use” left out of consideration, much is being taught which 
undoubtedly encourages the most harmful tendencies. Let me give 
one or two examples.

Miss Hoffa, in the report already quoted, writes:

As in planning a building, the process of building up the body must 
begin from the bottom. A physiological examination of posture should 
look first at the position of the feet; and pay great attention to that car-
dinal point: the position of the pelvis. We are too much inclined to pay 
most attention to the position of the head, really a secondary considera-
tion.

This approach is a common one today. We could give several exam-
ples both in Scandinavia and Great Britain of methods of instruction 
accepted by scientific and educational authorities, which would sup-
port Miss Hoffa’s approach, despite the fact that (leaving Alexander’s 
work out of it) the investigations of Rudolph Magnus have shown that 
the postural reflexes are controlled by the relation of head-to-neck, 
etc.

In the Board of Education Syllabus, p. 15, we find: “The abdominal 
muscles hold the key to good posture by steadying and supporting the 
lower part of the spine,” and it is officially recommended that chil-
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dren should be instructed to “tuck their tails under them” as a means 
to overcoming a hollowed back. Such an instruction, though it may 
apparently have its specific effect, is quite certain to result in the child 
shortening stature in the most harmful way, and is an illustration of 
failure to consider the body as a working unity.

In many cases the tilt of the pelvis is apparently adopted as a pri-
mary control (vide Mr Wiles’ Lancet article analysed in Bulletin No. 1). 
The leader of the Women’s League of Health and Beauty writes in The 
Times’ National Health number that her system is based on researches 
which led to the conclusion “that the pull, at the centre of the body, 
of the abdominal muscles drawn in and up against those of the pelvis 
drawn in and down, creates a strong support for the internal organs 
keeping them permanently in their correct positions,” and describes 
the teaching as “the principle of central control.” What is the pupil 
whose feeling is untrustworthy to make of such instructions?

A little book published recently entitled Exercises without Exercise* 
has been accepted by many as a new and invaluable contribution. One 
sentence from it will be enough to show whether we should accept or 
reject its teaching.

The lower spine is controlled by the disposition of the hips . . . The 
hollow backed person (and that means most of us) needs to learn to carry 
himself with the hips thrust forward and up. The diagonal creases on the 
front of the body where the thighs join the trunk are flattened out. If, 
at the same time, the chest is lifted high (as it should be) and the knees 
locked back (as they should be), the middle part of the body is saved from 
being weakly and vulgarly protruded.

And again:

Tighten the knees, bring the hips forward, straighten out the lower 
spine, lift up the chest, throw the head back and the chin down – there 
you are! A terse form for all these standing directions would be to “stand 
tall.” Stretch your spine.

* S. Arthur Devan (Methuen & Co., 1935, London).
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No comment is necessary. If there is the least basis for Alexander’s 
assertions analysed above, such teaching as this is dangerous to the 
point of being almost criminal.

The habit of jamming the knees back is worth commenting on, 
because there is perhaps no single “use” more calculated to encourage 
mal-coordination. It is almost always associated with an undue nar-
rowing of the back, and indeed the habit is frequently the instinctive 
attempt of a badly coordinated person to get a sense of firmness and 
support. Nevertheless, this danger is often overlooked, and the Sylla-
bus on p. 72 recommends the instruction to “press your knees back.”

It is by no means infrequent for instructors to teach their pupils 
to pull the head back, thereby directly interfering with the primary 
control. We have actually heard an instructor at a teacher’s course 
make the statement, “The head is the rudder, and in all agility work 
you must pull the head back and hollow the back.”  “Backs well pulled 
in” is a common enough order in our riding schools and the Secretary 
of the Amateur Swimming Association writes: “Swimming strength-
ens the spine and enlarges the chest because it causes the head to be 
thrown back and the chest out.”

The ignorance behind such teaching is obviously dangerous. We 
may be glad, however, that there is an ever increasing recognition of 
the difference between right and wrong use, and particularly of the 
part played by the poise of the head. Thus we find our great athlete, 
Lovelock,* writing that “The poise of the head controls the balance 
of the body,” while the Board of Education Syllabus recognises the 
significance of lengthening the stature. But, alas, no means are offered 
for realising this ideal. The compilers of the Syllabus fall into the old 
trap by including such instructions as “Make a long neck”; “Push up 
the back of the head”; “Make yourself tall”; “Grow tall.” These again 
are specific instructions, still based on the belief that the pupil has to 
do something to put himself right, and clearly taking no cognisance 

* John (“Jack”) Lovelock (1910–49) was a New Zealand athlete who won gold 
and set a new world record in the 1500m at the 1936 Berlin Olympics. He 
studied at Oxford and was author of Athletics for Health (1937) from which 
Trevelyan is here quoting (p. 15). Ed.
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of the unreliability of feeling and sensory control, nor of what the 
pupil does with himself in the attempt to carry the instructions out. 
They are, therefore, sure to lead to trouble. Ask a child to “lengthen 
himself ” or “make a long neck” or “put his head forward and up”, 
and watch what he does with himself. Almost invariably the back will 
be pulled in, the chest unduly raised, and the head pulled back or 
down. The true direction of the head is so subtle, the mechanism so 
delicately poised, and our sensitivity as to how we are using ourselves 
so coarsened and blunted by the way we have trained ourselves, that 
practically no one will, without experience and training, master the 
use of the primary control. So imbued are we with the belief in doing 
and the attempt to make changes through increase of effort, that we 
have the greatest difficulty in grasping either intellectually or senso-
rily the idea of making changes by releasing tensions, by stopping the 
reactions which fix the maladjustments by undoing and allowing the 
necessary changes to take place. Only in this way can we “give growth 
its opportunity”, while any procedure which encourages “doing” as a 
means of making changes must have the effect of stultifying growth 
and reducing mobility in the human frame.

The undoing, the stopping of the wrong message, and the habitual 
response to the idea of doing something, is not a question of exercises 
but of “thinking in activity”, which implies making intelligent use of 
the power we all have of saying no and withholding consent to im-
mediate action. Let me quote a letter from one of Mr Alexander’s 
trained teachers:*

I have been realising afresh the beautiful simplicity of the Technique. 
The other day I was teaching a boy who always jammed his knees back 
and pulled his back in when he stood up. I had sometimes asked him not 
to do this, but I found how much simpler it was if he really said “no” to 
the idea of standing up – then he could not jam his knees back, as he was 
cutting off the wrong reaction at its source, at the “inception of the con-

* Probably Gurney MacInnes – a friend of Trevelyan’s – who at the time of this 
paper was teaching the Alexander Technique in Weymouth College, a boys’ 
preparatory boarding school. See Conscious Control Vol. 1 No. 2. Ed.
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ception.” He saw this too and was quite surprised at the result.
This means that instead of the hopeless business of giving people 

specific instructions about all the things that they are and are not to do 
(which, even in the unlikely event of their being carried out correctly, 
could only lead to fixed positions and therefore would be ultimately use-
less and harmful) all the teacher and pupil have to do is to learn to refuse 
to react to the thing that would normally make them go wrong. Then all the 
old misdirections are sidetracked, and if the pupil goes on to give the 
new conscious directions which maintain the working of the primary con-
trol, he cannot make a mistake. I do not mean by this that he will perform 
the movement perfectly at once, but that each time he will be improving 
his use and acquiring greater control of its direction, and will thus make 
continual progress in a way which would be quite impossible if he learnt 
“positions” and specific movements.

The importance of “inhibition”, which is absolutely fundamental 
to Alexander’s teaching, can hardly be denied. Surely it is common-
sense, for until the wrong response – i.e. the wrong message from the 
brain – is inhibited, how can the new and better response be expected 
to take its place? As the old response is inseparable from the pupil’s 
idea of “getting the end right”, the first thing to do is to get him to cut 
out the desire to get the end in order that he may control the means 
more intelligently. If this first step is omitted, no real change in habit 
of use is conceivable and yet, in the name of change, people are given 
exercises to do in which they are urged to try to be right and to use 
their will power to get the end. This can only run them back to the 
familiar habit, and it makes not the least difference whether the instruc-
tions given be right or wrong. That is the discouraging point which we 
prefer to overlook. By simply finding out what the right movements 
or uses should be, we bring ourselves no nearer our goal, for until we 
have trained ourselves to “inhibit” in the sense described above, we 
shall be unable to make use of our new knowledge. Right instructions 
given without adequate means for carrying them out may be just as 
dangerous as the wrong. We are not here advocating one “method” as 
against another. Alexander’s contribution is that he has demonstrated 
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certain natural and fundamental principles which must underlie every 
procedure claiming to make changes to unfamiliar conditions of ad-
justment or new sets of muscular habits.

I will not enter into further examples. This paper is intended mere-
ly to set down the chief points on which we may each of us judge the 
soundness of any particular method of physical education, and to sug-
gest that Alexander’s work, although not “physical culture”, provides 
us with the standard or criterion which we have so long needed. In, 
considering this or that method we can say to ourselves:

• Does it recognise the fact of untrustworthy feeling?
• Does it recognise or ignore the primary control?
• Does it attempt to make changes through teaching the pupil 

what to do, or by aiming at “undoing”?
And so on. Such considerations must bring it home to us that a 

great deal of what is now being taught is not only useless but posi-
tively dangerous.

We find ourselves today in a national awakening to the need for 
physical regeneration, and physical education is being adopted on an 
extensive scale. The astonishing thing is that the fundamental sound-
ness of the principle underlying physical exercises has been taken for 
granted and very rarely challenged. It is assumed in official circles that 
the disagreements can only be on details of method, and that all natu-
rally accept physical exercises as the remedy for physical degeneracy. 
In the Parliamentary debates it has even been suggested that physical 
“jerks” should be dictated by wireless. It is not seen that all physical 
exercises, whatever their variations and detail, are based on the same 
principle, and that what we need is a new principle.

It appears that, generally speaking, the women’s training is less 
harmful than the men’s, aiming more at reduction of muscle tension, 
and the development of coordination in daily activities, but from 
observation of several different schools both in this country and in 
Scandinavia, it must be said categorically that the training does not 
naturally develop a right use of the primary control, nor does it touch 
the general use of the self in Alexander’s sense. There are, however, 
two distinct issues in the question of physical education which are too 
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Tests of principle in physical education

frequently confused. In so far as our aim is simply to give people the 
opportunity for more fresh air and activity and encourage them in the 
pleasant enjoyment of their bodies, it is wholly admirable and desir-
able. We must not, however, pretend that such training will change 
us to a well coordinated race, or that drill and exercises will improve 
conditions of mal-adjustment. If that is our aim, as is so often claimed, 
then our authorities should give some further consideration to the 
principles involved in making changes. Let us face the facts and real-
ise that if we launch out blindly into a campaign for physical culture, 
ignoring the significance of wrong use and deceptive feeling, we shall 
in the long run aggravate the defects we are trying to overcome, even 
though for a few years we develop a type which is tenser in muscle 
and more soldierly in appearance. Let us above all realise that in Alex-
ander we have a man whose discoveries give us, at least, a key to what 
we should stop doing, and provide a standard by means of which we can 
judge whether our accepted methods will do more harm than good. 
In these days of doubt and confusion the most positive contribution 
might well be that which shows us what not to do.

q
Editor’s endnote: Trevelyan quotes from Griffin but does not mention that 
Griffin makes reference to F. M. Alexander in the chapter “Factors in 
posture”. Here Griffin refers to Andrew Murdoch’s suggestion that the 
sub-occipital muscles may form a kind of “muscular control centre”. 
(Alexander provides extract from Murdoch’s paper in Appendix b in The 
Universal Constant in Living.) Griffin also writes that Alexander anticipat-
ed in practice the work of Magnus concerning a primary control of the 
musculature of the trunk and limbs (p. 160 in Griffin).
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