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How to get rid of that awful pain in the neck.

PATRICIA REDLICH discovers how the Alexander Technique puts you back in control of your life 

BAD backs have become endemic. Almost everyone at the dinner party, pub quiz, football match or card game has back trouble. Civilisation has become sedentary, both at work and at play. Instead of fighting that fact, or following the alternative message of ditching the good life and going back to plough and furrow, we need to learn to live with our desk-bound reality, and adapt accordingly.

We've clearly failed to do so, sitting with our round shoulders, slumped back and tense muscles, feet wrapped round the legs of the chair, the muscle tension causing wear and tear on he joints, restricting our breathing, interrupting our circulation, draining our nervous energy and ultimately creating a variety of back problems. Add tension and the picture is complete. 

"People get a buzz off themselves by revving the engine. In fact they feel they can't perform unless they over-rev the engine. On top of that they have developed bad postural habits. The net effect is something like accelerating with the handbrake on," according to Frank Kennedy, who teaches the A1exanderTechnique, a method of re-educating the body about how to behave and adapt to modern living. 

The first thing you learn from the Alexander Technique is the heaviness of your head, which weighs about a stone. Holding it inappropriately puts enormous strain on neck muscles, and a mis- alignment of head, neck and back quickly follows. 

"Correction of that misalignment serves as the key to coordinating the whole body," Frank continues. Certainly in the first few weeks of treatment, you quickly relearn the joys of going down on your hunkers, or at least bending your knees, to avoid the suddenly unbearable weight that is being carried by your slender neck. 

At the same time, the technique teaches improved body mechanics. "You relearn how to use arms and legs naturally, which basically means bending those knees and, in particular, hinging from the hips when sitting down or standing up," Frank explains, "the object being to get back to full body height and width without tension." 

Alexander Technique, however, is not about teaching posture, but rather conscious control over how we act and react, how we man- age ourselves in our daily lives. "We can get a person freed up fairly quickly, but, inevitably, they revert back to their old tension habits once they hit their daily lives." 

In order to break with old habits, therefore, people have to develop conscious control. To do that the technique introduces the concept of a pause. "It's our over-quick response which triggers tension habits," Frank explains, "and the pause is the centre- piece of the Alexander Technique, and equals conscious control. That pause provides us with a demilitarised zone, helps us break the historical connection between stimulus and response." 

In the couple of seconds between the phone ringing, and actually reaching to answer it, we alter our habit of stressed, overly intense, response. Those seconds allow us to change not just our posture, but our behaviour. 

There are, however, two main stumbling blocks on that road from reaction to conscious thought. However bad posture might be, it feels right. Therefore any improvement feels unfamiliar and wrong. To break the habit, clients have to live with the physical discomfort of feeling that they are holding themselves oddly. 

More difficult than that, however, is our emotional attachment to putting excessive energy into everything we do, over-revving the engine, as Frank Kennedy calls it. We don't believe we're truly good, or properly conscientious, if we don't actually feel the effort in everything we do. If not tense, we believe ourselves to be lazy, giving less than we should, selling those whom we seek to please seriously short. We've been programmed to respond fast. Being stressed has become the measure of a job well done. 

The Alexander Technique is therefore very much an emotional, as well as physical, re-education. It instructs us not to be slow, but to get rid of unnecessary effort and strain and as a result become more efficient. It teaches us to take the hand-break off. And gives us permission to protect ourselves. We can be good, we slowly learn, with- out working ourselves into - the ground. Used properly, it hands us a tool to change our lives. And it seriously helps that bad back. 
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