“Use Affects Functioning”

By Mike James, July 04

“Use?”
When asked to give a description of the Alexander Technique, I am always drawn to a quote from the opening chapter of Dr Wilfred Barlow’s book “The Alexander Principle”:

What does the Alexander Principle say?  The Alexander Principle says that

USE AFFECTS FUNCTIONING

The old Negro preacher who was asked for the secret of his success, said, ‘First, ah tells them what ah’s gonna say: then ah says it: then ah tells them what ah’s just said.’  So here it is again.

USE AFFECTS FUNCTIONING
How perfect a description of why the technique ‘is’!  Everything you ever should want to understand about the technique can be dissolved by considering the logic of the statement ‘use affects functioning’.

But what does it mean?
When we write with a pencil, if we press too hard the tip will break and the pencil will not write.  The way the pencil was used affects its ability to function.  When learning to drive a car, I was always told not to ‘ride the clutch’, because if I did, it would cause problems in the cars ability to change gears.  The way I used the car affected its functioning.  Such examples occur everywhere we look, and everywhere we don’t look!  We are told that if we continue to use greenhouse gases the environment of our planet will be compromised.  Again, the manner in which we facilitate and interact with our surroundings (our planet) affects the way in which it functions.  But, what about this concept on a base level?  Consider for a moment the way in which so many of us like to sit, for example, in front of the television, or reading while seated on a sofa.  Does the word ‘slouch’ and the image associated with that spring to mind?  How often have you heard someone say something like “I have such bad posture” or “I slouch so much”?  The same people are often heard complaining about various ailments such as back ache, arthritis, headaches and much more.  But trying to find an image of a very young child slouching or complaining of similar conditions is not easy.  When we come in to the world we are born with the natural instinct to relate to our surroundings in a manner which does not constitute this kind of behaviour.  So why do we do it later in life.  Are we really that oppressed by our environment?  To allow ourselves to be overcome by such ailments is surely a lack of care for our own organism on an individual level.  The choices we make throughout life, with regard to how we relate and react to our surroundings and the stimuli they give us are often choices which we make without consideration for the vessel which carries our consciousness.  A pencil will break if too much pressure is applied to the tip.  It can then be sharpened or the lead extended, but the lifespan of the pencil has now been considerably reduced.  If a car’s gearbox becomes faulty the car will not function effectively unless the gearbox is replaced.  In the same way, the body does not react well to misuse.  If we do not use ourselves well, we will not function well. 

