
Describe a few specific experiences that you associate with the word inhibition in relation 
to your Alexander Technique teaching and personal practice. Try to be as specific as 
possible and give a diversity of examples.  Base on our discussion of states and processes, 
do you use inhibition to refer more to a state, to a process, or to both?  Is it situation 
dependent?  In this webinar, we would like to separate inhibition and direction as much as 
we can for clarity.  Is such a division possible for you? Describe why or why not. 
 

 
 
"I come from a training with a very strong emphasis on Inhibition. Missy Vineyard had developed a 
convincing pedagogy for teaching Inhibition, which was based in a strengthening, as it were, of 
frontal cortex functioning.  
Only at your talk a few weeks ago (and now in Patrick’s 1. video) did I learn that the basal ganglia 
are involved in choice or selection, which are associated with Inhibition.  
 
Given my strong influence in favor of inhibitory activity, I recall an incident very early in my training, 
when I could stop myself from reacting to an emotional trigger during a challenging family situation. 
It was a water shed moment, I had a tool that helped me not to get triggered any more by this 
particular person, if I chose to. Choosing not to get triggered wasn’t automatic; it needed mental 
preparation.  
 
During my training years I practiced Inhibition in all kinds of situations. “I am not hitting the ball” 
would be my first message, i.e. I stopped, before an attempt to hit a target at mini-golf or bowling, 
with amazing success. I let go of my direct wish to do well and of my belief that I am bad at such 
activities. Other inhibition experiments dealt with minor obsessions, recurring thought patterns, 
musical ear worms, internally verbalizing my symptoms during a simple cold – it was a great time 
of discovery! When I found myself at some point in the most vulnerable of situations I could apply 
Inhibition to save my integrity during challenging communications. I truly feel that Inhibition, 
stopping un-reflected surface reactions, not reacting to the first emotional response, etc. helps to 
reveal the true Self, something more essential, a state, a quality.  
 
I feel I can’t ask that much practice of non-reactivity from my regular students, they are not with me 
like a trainee is during these formative years. I hope that some students can learn that they can 
stop an unproductive behavior, for example that cough or throat clearing, or that preparatory 
shuffling when standing ‘right’ or that finishing a nice movement with a physical full stop at the end, 
which pulls them back down into an old pattern! 
 
I teach Inhibition during lessons as it relates to movement; I try to help students understand how 
essential I consider Inhibition to be for the Technique. Recently I found Marjory Barlow’s “six stage 
formula”, as described in Seán Carey’s Think More Do Less, (Hite, 2017) effective, simple and 
helpful. After Patrick’s video I find it fascinating that she is actually describing different stages, 
similar to at least two of the mechanisms, Patrick outlined: stopping everything, widening 
awareness, selecting an action plan, inhibiting again, eventually sending directions to the neck and 
finally doing the task. 
 
Since I have become a Somatic Experiencing Practitioner (somatically educated, trauma-informed) 
I need to make a distinction when and how to teach Inhibition as a concept. The Alexander training 
does not prepare us to recognize the difference between Inhibition/Quieting and 



Freeze/Withdrawal. As helpful as I personally found inhibition of muscular or emotional behaviors, 
it is not necessarily helpful to clients who are habitually suppressing emotions and reactions. It has 
become a new interesting challenge to help clients select, when they might benefit from choosing a 
Inhibition and helping them to find ways to inhibit that’s helpful to their growth.  
 
To me Inhibition is a continuous process. It’s situation dependent, hard to access, when we are 
under pressure, duress or depleted. It’s a tool that needs practicing and exercising, it’s never a 
thing I “got.” But I understand that through Inhibition we can reach a different state of calmness, 
including real physiological changes affecting sleep, digestion or circulation, possibly affecting 
resiliency and immune system responses.  
 
Yes, two different things, I and D, First Do Nothing. Stop. Pause. Wait. Don’t React. See what 
needs to be enacted. But Inhibition sets the stage for the directive message to come through in 
optimal ways. Without Inhibition, directing is more like a doing.  
 

 
 
"I have experimented using a timer. Every 3-5 minutes a gentle rippling tone comes from my ipad. I 
find it difficult to 'stop' once I get absorbed in something, so I use it when I'm cooking to pause and 
notice how I'm preparing the veg etc. I use it when on the computer. The auditory signal is very 
useful for drawing me out of the screen.  I'm using it to write this. 
But then I forget to use this ally! When I do use it, my 'use' changes subtly  during the day. Instead 
of being on an intercity train there are now a few stops in between and I get to enjoy the view.I use 
it with pupils several times within a lesson, developing the instructions along the way. I often use 
images initially e.g a waterfall washing away anxious or crowding thoughts or fingers of thought 
unclenching. I refer to not getting attached to an idea, or over concentrating on the movements we 
are working with. I often give the instruction to allow the mind to 'refresh'. Sometimes I leave the 
ripple sound on sometimes we are in silence. I develop this into moments of just 'doing nothing'. 
Often the pupil is aware of a release of tension throughout their whole body. I often notice a 
release of constriction in the throat and a change in breath pattern.  
I have tried the timer on myself when giving small group workshops, particularly if I feel particularly 
'wired up'. I get to stop and come back to my back and they have a chance to stop listening to me 
and be aware of their seat bones on the chair. 
 
Recently I've started to address inhibition through 'noticing gravity'. Noticing it in semi supine to 
avoid 'making adjustments' or 'putting' the body somewhere, or even chasing a sensation. Noticing 
the effect of gravity in the room, another way of widening attention but also creating connection, 
the force of gravity acting on the table as well as me and my pupil. 
I like to use it in sitting as a reminder not to tighten into the joints. 
 
I refer to inhibition as a state and as a process and yes, it is dependent for me on the situation and 
how a lesson develops. My slowish pace and the way I'm told I use my voice seems to have a 
calming effect on my pupils, so developing a state of calm awareness can possibly develop 
organically from the atmosphere I tend to create. Within this 'state' it is not necessary for me to 
introduce 'direction' and for some pupils moving into a place of calm may be what is required 
initially. 
 



When in activity: walking, sitting /standing ,then I find that inhibition and direction are both 
intentions towards awareness in movement and help each other along. I sometimes accent one 
more than the other at any given time. When exploring the movement of breath and the intention to 
speak, make sound etc, I usually find that directions and inhibiting enable  a depth of exploration 
into 'getting out of the way'. I have, however, just begun to explore experiencing breath while 
'noticing' gravity in semi supine.....so not quite sure where I'm going with that one yet. 
 

 
 
"First, “inhibition” is an action noun, that is, it refers to the act of inhibiting. So “inhibition” is not a 
state. I have learned from many teachers and have read and heard many different explanations for 
what it means to inhibit. I try on all that I have come across. Meanwhile, I keep reading F. M. 
Alexander, hoping to better understand what he meant; I think that is very important. 
 
In terms we are learning through this course, I teach and use both proactive and retroactive 
inhibition. When I am about to move in a way that I already know is accompanied by a habitual 
tightening, I will (when I’m conscious and conscientious), pause and inhibit before carrying out the 
action. Then perhaps I have a chance that the habit will not be present or will be less strong (i.e., 
my neck might not tense at all or it will tense less than usual). Notice that first I pause. Of course 
that is also an act of inhibition. But the next part, asking myself not to tense in the present moment 
nor while I initiate the movement—that’s proactive inhibition. Only I was taught to name it 
“conscious” inhibition. There are other times when I am in the middle of an action and realize I am 
not using myself very well. Then I can, if I am willing not to rush through my task, stop, inhibit the 
mal-coordinated use, and carry on. 
 
When I begin a lesson, I usually invite my student to “come to quiet.” I may ask them to be aware 
of sensation from both internal and external sources, but not to react to them, not to analyze them, 
not to name them, but rather to experience them directly. I also teach my student to quiet the busy 
chatter of the mind. I think of this part of the lesson as helping the student come to an inhibitory 
state. I also teach them that I, myself, even though I am helping them to undo, am a stimulus, and 
they can practice inhibiting, or, not reacting to me.  That is, they are not to over-focus on where my 
hands are, not to tighten, etc. And then they continue to learn conscious inhibition by asking 
muscles or broader parts of the body to let go. 
 
I have had many experiences where I practice inhibition that are not specific to muscle tension but 
more to emotional situations. Once, in the early days of my training, I was able to inhibit 
responding rapidly and in the same manner as usual during a conversation that was escalating in 
predictable ways. The entire dynamic of a habitual interchange changed. Also, during training, I 
had a prolonged respiratory infection and started wheezing. One morning, as I lay in bed, I 
observed the wheezing more closely and noticed that I was pulling down, contracting in my chest, 
in a way that seemed to create the wheeze. I inhibited the pulling down, and the wheezing 
stopped. Up until that season, wheezing had often been a later stage of somewhat frequent upper 
respiratory infections. It hasn’t occurred now in 19 years. 
 
It is interesting that you ask us whether we can separate direction from inhibition. Some teachers 
would say that when I ask myself not to tense my neck, that that thought is direction and not 
inhibition. I see it as: whatever I’m asking to shed, stop, undue – that is inhibition. Whatever I’m 



asking that relates to space, expansion, and reminding myself of the best organization of myself – 
that is direction. Both inhibition and direction can involve consciously messaging myself. 
 

 
 
"     In general, inhibition to me means to stop or prevent.  If I am sitting and notice myself 
slumping, I can stop slumping.  In conversation with family members regarding an unfortunate 
incident I can inhibit the impulse to assert my thoughts and instead choose to listen.  This ability to 
stop myself has prevented me falling into an emotional party or adding fuel to the fire.  I rarely 
come to a full stop in the traditional sense.  The usual is to notice and adjust along the way.  This 
morning’s example is in the activity of walking my dogs.  I was exploring the idea of how I was 
matching the various external forces.  My dogs aren’t perfectly trained as one will walk ahead as 
the other stops to smell or body surf on the grass.    When I notice myself bracing against the 
opposing pulls, I stop, ponder and adjust accordingly to hopefully have more of a dynamic 
matching experience.  A time that I will come to a full stop is when lifting something heavy like a 
bag of dog food.  If I can stop and not get set, I can organize myself and better match the weight 
with the appropriate amount of effort. Previous to AT, I braced to get set for the perceived weight 
and the actual lifting included using momentum to heave and in the process I would have pulled 
my head back and hurt my lower back.  In teaching, a moment of inhibition gives me time to check 
in with myself and to prevent end-gaining.  For the student, learning this principle is key to 
developing their kinesthetic sense and provides a space to reconsider. 
     I use inhibition to refer to both state and process and it is situation dependent.  
     Yes, the division between inhibition is possible though in reality they can overlap or even be 
one.  For AT directions to affect a change the previous thought, movement, or pattern has to be 
stopped or at least reduced.  
 

 
 
One example of real life inhibition, or the delayed failure of it, was when I was carrying canvases 
through a doorway. On the way out of the door, one of the canvases bumped against the door 
frame, sending the opposite corner of the canvas into my stomach. My initial reaction was to kick 
the wall/door frame very hard, a foolish habit. I managed to stop myself, inhibit, and instead return 
to the breath, find an awareness of my Self. The pain started to subside, and I proceeded to walk 
out into the hallway. Once I had walked out of the doorway, almost immediately I proceeded to kick 
the wall in the hallway. It seemed like the inhibition worked initially, but the response was so 
strong, that the kicking habit won in the end. Inhibition is a certain quality of being or awareness 
(ongoing state) that makes possible the conditions for new ways of moving, thinking, responding 
(new processes) with a respect for letting the 'right thing do itself'. A non-reactive state that makes 
a new choice possible or desirable. Another example of inhibition from a lesson would be putting 
non-doing hands on and sensing a change in the pupil as an indirect result. The non-doing, free 
hands convey to the student's system that it, to, and release and do less. Or if I put hands on a 
student in the chair, and then proceed to inhibit and direct within myself, not bothering to achieve 
anything with the student, sometimes a moment comes when we move, but I am not planning the 
exact moment of the movement directly. I have a goal/intent in the back of my awareness of where 
the experience could go, and through patient inhibition and direction, the moment presents itself, 
almost as if both systems of the teacher and student sync up. 
"Inhibition in teaching and personal practice: The way I use inhibition may depend, as with all the 
teaching, on the situation of each individual person and what we observe at any given moment. As 



I teach many musicians, especially instrumentalists, I use the concept of a task  (an end-grain) for 
example,  asking my student to open the case and get the instrument ready for playing, so that we 
can observe the movement patterns employed to do this and how this strategy might change the 
postural tone, alignment and balance in a detrimental way. Then we start again with the same 
intention of getting the instrument ready for playing but decide first of all to stop completely, stay 
quiet, and do nothing about this task at this moment. Instead, I bring the student's attention back to 
themselves both through hands-on work and/or by asking them to come as effortlessly as possible 
into their height, width and depth, while enjoying the support from the ground upwards, and attend 
to the rhythm of the breath. Once the student is able to 'stand tall', I may ask them to become 
aware of the space around them, and the space between themselves and the instrument. I ask 
them to keep their options open - they could decide just to look at the instrument as if to see it for 
the first time, decide to pick it up, or turn and walk away.  
So often, in particular, at the beginning of the student's course, I use a 'reactive global inhibition' to 
enable the student to 'come to quiet', to become calmer so that they can then become more aware 
of themselves and direct their attention to reducing any unnecessary effort in just standing or 
sitting, or if necessary in case of collapse improve their muscle tone in order to maintain a more 
optimum postural condition.  
For me, with most of my students, the work initially concerns creating a more useful postural 
strategy for them. Thus this process is always coupled with giving directions. I understand the 
directive thoughts, although phrased as 'positive orders', as giving inhibitory directions - i.e to stop 
doing something in order that something else can happen.  
Once the student has developed an ability to attend to themselves and an improvement in their 
central postural condition is established, we may look at particular activities. In order to change a 
particular pattern, let's say the way a student has a problem with how they raise or tighten the 
shoulder of the bow arm in a specific way in anticipation of a particular passage, we may use 
proactive selective inhibition in order to look at the means whereby of bringing change to more 
isolated movement. At times this may require a return to a more global inhibition and attention to 
the global postural condition in order to bring about the necessary condition for the required 
movement to 'do itself'.  
I found that in time and with experience and practice, a more general improved postural condition 
can develop which may foster/underpin a more calm general state. In this state, it may be possible 
to consider an end gain calmly and more neutrally, as an external stimulus. For example, if a 
singer has a general calm, alert readiness, he or she may be able to connect more readily with the 
meaning of the words and music and its communication. This may enable them to step back, to 
'come back into their 'backness'', so to speak, to see the bigger picture of the piece they want to 
perform and to be present on stage, rather than looking or listening inward to feel out as to whether 
or not they are 'doing the right thing'. They may then have the experience that the 'singing does 
itself' (non-doing). On another level, this ability to return to a calm state and create a sense of 
stepping back into themselves can give time and space to the individual to see a wider viewpoint 
(literally open their focus) which may help manage a more emotionally challenging situation without 
immediately reacting.  Over time this practice may also help someone to make changes in their 
addictive behaviour. I recall very clearly, after many failures trying to quit my longterm smoking 
habit, of waking up one morning and thinking: ' No I don't need to do this anymore'. That was the 
end of that and without debilitating withdrawal symptoms. 
  
Lastly, I want to say that I find it quite difficult to pin down my use of inhibition - depending on what 
goes on at any given moment in a lesson, it can very subtly and rapidly move from specific to a 
global,  from a reactive to a proactive process, as well as develop a more general state of 



calmness. As far as I am concerned this process always goes hand in hand with Direction - 
bringing the awareness physically back to ourselves, i.e. towards a reliable, alert, dynamic, 
adaptable, general postural condition and alignment, and trust in the support. I wonder whether or 
not this ability could be considered to be the physical manifestation of Inhibition? 
 

 
 
"If working too hard, inhibitions, specific or general, are helpful to lessen overworking pressures to 
be in better relationships with the demands for movement.  There needs to be a relationship 
between joints that need to be free to move, and the muscle pressure over them needed to move 
the bones.  Too much tension and the joints are too squeezed to move, and too little tension and 
the joints are sloppy.  Inhibition is used to lessen overpressure, and direction is used if there is 
under pressure where the skeletal suspension system is too collapsed. For example: When a 
violinist uses more tension than necessary to lift their bow, that excess tension across the joints 
reduces the ability for the joints to articulate.  If the violinist’s arm is too “heavy” then the muscles 
need more activation to support the arm more efficiently.  Inhibition can be applied locally with all of 
the arm muscles, but it can also be applied globally with the entire body tuning for a more 
appropriate level of work. When a singer with vocal injury uses too much tension in their vocal 
muscles, specific inhibition of excess narrowing can be applied, in concert with overall general 
inhibition of excess tension everywhere.  It seems important to use both inhibitions as when 
globally applying inhibition, important specific areas can be missed, and when applying specific 
inhibition the effect on the larger system can be missed.  Ideally we end up with the whole body in 
tune.  
 
Inhibition can be applied in all cases (states, or processes) as the goal is improved performance. 
So the application of inhibitory tools is conditioned by the needs of the student.  For example, the 
hyperextension of the thumb plucking a guitar can have body wide effects, which will improve 
through the body when the hyperextension ceases.  If a process is suppressing a beneficial state 
like an overworking thumb plucking a string, can do, then inhibition of the process is very helpful.  If 
the state of postural tone is too actively compressed (the guitarist sitting upright too rigidly), then 
inhibition applied  to the excess tonal state is very helpful. All roads, so to speak, lead back to the 
dynamic middle where joint freedom and muscle tension have their best balance with each other 
for optimal coordination and effective movement.  
 

 
 
"Some examples of experiences that I associate with inhibition in personal practice and teaching 
Alexander Technique: 
I have decided or agreed to do something -- an activity. I recognize that I have options for how I 
enter into that activity. This recognition of choice frees me from having to rely on previously 
practiced tactics for accomplishing the activity (although I am also free to use my tendency).  
I have already begun to do an activity and I notice discomfort or dissatisfaction with how it is going. 
It's as though I’m trying to drive a car with the parking brake on -- so I take the brakes off by 
un-stiffening my neck, inviting an overall sense of ease. As I continue with the activity may find 
other moments of adjusting so that my movements are more fluid and accurate. 
I have asked my student to let me lead them through a simple movement. As the student follows, 
their demeanor becomes increasingly peaceful. They can follow my lead through changes of 
direction or from stop to go without jerking. We move smoothly together. 



 
Based on the discussion of states and processes, I think that I tend to use inhibition as a process 
or that it is a part of how I organize a process. Maybe inhibition is one of our tools for being 
process oriented. Inhibition as a state seems like an insufficiently explored concept so far. In my 
experience, inhibition is absolutely a part of how I can manage end-gaining. Is end-gaining a state 
or an attitude that stimulates us to form an approach.  
In the daily integration of Alexander Technique, my years of experience using the process of 
inhibition or recognition of choice leads me to be far less jumpy and defensive than many people in 
my extended family. But I don’t think of myself as being in an on-going state.  
I have experienced a very relaxed state, or sense of stillness after being led through an extended 
lie-down or hands-on lesson involving a lot of non-doing. My tempo becomes a bit trance-like and 
my affect evened-out. 
 
I think inhibition allows us to carry out direction -- so it has been tricky to pries them apart. I don’t 
think inhibition happens as a separate event in actual practice. I think it is a step in a sequence that 
is of value as it contributes to an interrelated whole action. When I see people attempting to inhibit 
as a solo activity, I observe diminished movement that appears stiff. Perhaps I am observing the 
“self-choking” identified by Wulf.  
 

 
 
'Personally I think of inhibition mainly in connection with habit. ( loops ) stimulus - routine - reward - 
craving. After some time stimuli and cravings merge together.  
During the routine ( basal ganglia and other areas are predominately activated ) certain brain 
regions quite down making it harder to consciously control ourselves. The reward shakes the brain 
awake. Therefore we can potentially harness the power of choice, planning, 'what we want' ( higher 
brain areas like prefrontal cortex ) and inhibit the habitual responses = routines, as soon as we are 
aware of - or notice -  the stimuli and cravings. 
One could say then inhibition is the result of a complex cooperation between sensation --> 
perception, concepts / neural patterns based on previously made experiences, decision and - dare 
I say - willpower. Success then is measured by the ability to consciously alter the routine. In a very 
crude way I would say conscious inhibition equals a decision not to act habitually. The decision 
must be carried out and maybe renewed during the performance of a specific task. Inhibition also 
requires alternate 'routes'. We decide not to give in to a certain stimulus / craving, but alter our 
thinking and action based on previously made experiences, concepts, movement plans... 
 
One could say everything we do has both an active ( doing / inhibiting ) and a  
qualitativ side to it. Quality and action - i.e living - always go together and cannot be separated. 
E.g. Inhibition affects our state and overall quality and our state / quality affects the capacity for 
employing inhibition..  
I personally view 'reduced muscle tension', 'calm state of mind' etc as qualities and tendencies that 
are consequential to guided action and inhibition.  
On the other hand : It`s easier to inhibit when there's enough glucose available for the brain  and 
the parasympathetic rather the sympathetic nervous system is engaged. And from my experience: 
constructive  balancing 'spreading' less tension --> better inhibition capacity  
 

 
 



"I think of inhibition in an Alexander sense as stopping or saying ‘no’ to a reaction to a stimulus, 
such as the suggestion from a teacher to sit down, or to something far more difficult like not 
reacting in anger to provocation.  Very often the habitual reaction will have already begun before 
you can intervene, the more so the stronger the stimulus, and you have to row back from it to stop. 
I suspect that our AT inhibition, which requires a conscious decision, is quite slow, and is 
something rather different from the ‘executive inhibition’ as studied in the Stroop test etc. 
Interrupting the automatic, habitual reaction to a stimulus gives one a chance to choose a different 
response.  The value of chair work is that the stimulus is not too difficult and can be repeated.  I 
see it as a means of learning inhibition  - and direction.  The AT ‘directions’ help set up the postural 
system differently.  I see them as providing an alternative context or template for the organisation 
of the system, which makes a different response possible.  In the context of chair work, the teacher 
can work at this quite slowly with the pupil and repeat the request to ‘inhibit’, not only their habitual 
way of getting to the chair, but also specific elements of their habitual manner like tightening the 
neck.  The teacher can help the pupil to direct, using words and hands, and can identify when the 
pupil has failed to inhibit, for example heading back into the chair or tightening the neck.  Inhibiting 
tightening the neck and directing the neck to be free are of course flip sides of each other.  Maybe 
there is a gross level of ‘inhibition’ where the initial end-gaining reaction to achieving the goal 
(e.g.sitting) is stopped, and then a more refined level as you embark on the movement with a 
different underlying postural pattern elicited through direction.  I interpret Walter Carrington’s 
comment ‘the more ‘up’ you can give him with your hands the easier you’ll make it for him to inhibit’ 
to mean that the pupil will be more able to continue to inhibit their habitual movement pattern (e.g. 
pulling the head back during the movement to sit) the better organised he is with ‘up’ direction to 
start with.  But I don’t agree that ‘it’s almost impossible for a person to inhibit when he’s pulled 
down’.  I think a pupil can begin to learn to inhibit right from the start, and that it is essential for 
them to do so to change their own habits.  The repeated process of inhibiting /directing/acting can 
get the person out of a state of being pulled down, and they need to learn to do it for themselves, 
not to rely on a teacher to do it for them.  
I think both inhibition and direction are processes which need continued repetition and renewal. 
Used persistently they may lead to an improved state in which the direction is more continuously 
maintained – as you might see in an AT teacher.  I suspect this better directed, more balanced, 
freer, calmer state changes the way one reacts to a stimulus and makes it easier to give oneself 
the time to react more flexibly and appropriately to a stimulus.  It perhaps also enables one to be 
more aware of how one is reacting. 
In Prof. Loram’s experiments with violinists, it’s fascinating that they are able to alter something 
going on in their necks simply by an intention to reduce the deformation of the neck muscles 
informed by visual feedback.  This sounds very like AT directing: a deliberate intention to e.g. let 
the neck be free, which in a lesson is informed by the contact with the teacher’s hands.  Or are 
they inhibiting the deformation?  I think of inhibition and direction as distinct phenomena, but the 
more one tries to describe them the more related they appear to be.  At their simplest, AT inhibition 
is the decision to stop, to ‘say no’ to reacting habitually, and direction is the projection of simple 
guiding orders, which provide a pattern to underly action.  But there seems to be an area of overlap 
when e.g. stopping tightening the neck (inhibition) and ‘let the neck be free’ (direction) are not so 
different from each other. 
 
 

 
 



"The first meaning for inhibition that comes to me is 'waiting before answering to a stimulus'. If I do 
it with the purpose of practising Alexander technique, it gives me time to focus on myself and to 
have thoughts that will help my joints to release and my body to expand. 
 
For example, when someone in the street asks me for directions, I feel the urge to answer 
immediately, with the risk of not being clear, or worse giving bad directions. When I inhibit my urge 
to answer, nearly at the same time, I think 'neck free' and mentally prepare my optimal answer. All 
the time I keep silent in front of the person, I feel the urge to speak and need to inhibit again and 
again. 
 
This kind of inhibition is needed only at the reception of a stimulus to do something. It is not 
specifically directed towards a part of the body. In Alexander technique, it is immediately followed 
by thoughts in order to release joints and let the body expand (the 'directions'). 
 
Gradually and with experience, the urge to answer the stimulus becomes less strong and inhibition 
becomes easier. Such an inhibition can be practised without alexanderian thoughts. For example 
when one just prevents from letting his fingertips tap on the table when he feels impatient. 
 
Actually I don't have so many examples to illustrate this definition of inhibiton. I realize that there is 
another meaning, even if I am not used to name it so, and that one takes a large place in my 
practice and teaching of Alexander technique. In this meaning, inhibition is 'preventing 
inappropriate but habitual tensions in muscles'. 
 
For example, when I sit in front of my computer, with awareness I can inhibit my habit to pull my 
head forward. Thanks to the experience given by my teachers' hands, I can recognize an 
excessive tension in my neck muscles and thus decide to stop it. 
 
Another example is when I take the arm of my student. I ask him to follow my movements with as 
less effort as possible in shoulder, elbow and wrist, that is, inhibiting the habitual will of 
overcontracting. 
 
In my two definitions, I clearly identify inhibition as a process. Whether it means waiting before 
answering to a stimulus' or 'preventing inappropriate muscular tension', it is a decision. It is phasic. 
With time and repetition, it can lead to a better postural state, or to a state of calm for example. 
 
In my first definition of inhibition, I can easily separate inhibition and direction : inhibition is saying 
to oneself 'stop' and has no effect apart delaying an action, whereas direction is a precise thought, 
focused on a part of the body, with the effect of changing its muscular state. In my second 
definition, I can hardly separate inhibition and direction : a direction being a thought focused on a 
part of the body in order to introduce in it release (for a joint) or expansion, and inhibition being a 
thought of release of one or a group of muscles, there is no difference! Inhibition would just be a 
direction that counteracts an unwanted habit." 
 

 
 
"First, “inhibition” is an action noun, that is, it refers to the act of inhibiting. So “inhibition” is not a 
state. I have learned from many teachers and have read and heard many different explanations for 



what it means to inhibit. I try on all that I have come across. Meanwhile, I keep reading F. M. 
Alexander, hoping to better understand what he meant; I think that is very important. 
 
In terms we are learning through this course, I teach and use both proactive and retroactive 
inhibition. When I am about to move in a way that I already know is accompanied by a habitual 
tightening, I will (when I’m conscious and conscientious), pause and inhibit before carrying out the 
action. Then perhaps I have a chance that the habit will not be present or will be less strong (i.e., 
my neck might not tense at all or it will tense less than usual). Notice that first I pause. Of course 
that is also an act of inhibition. But the next part, asking myself not to tense in the present moment 
nor while I initiate the movement—that’s proactive inhibition. Only I was taught to name it 
“conscious” inhibition. There are other times when I am in the middle of an action and realize I am 
not using myself very well. Then I can, if I am willing not to rush through my task, stop, inhibit the 
mal-coordinated use, and carry on. 
 
When I begin a lesson, I usually invite my student to “come to quiet.” I may ask them to be aware 
of sensation from both internal and external sources, but not to react to them, not to analyze them, 
not to name them, but rather to experience them directly. I also teach my student to quiet the busy 
chatter of the mind. I think of this part of the lesson as helping the student come to an inhibitory 
state. I also teach them that I, myself, even though I am helping them to undo, am a stimulus, and 
they can practice inhibiting, or, not reacting to me.  That is, they are not to over-focus on where my 
hands are, not to tighten, etc. And then they continue to learn conscious inhibition by asking 
muscles or broader parts of the body to let go. 
 
I have had many experiences where I practice inhibition that are not specific to muscle tension but 
more to emotional situations. Once, in the early days of my training, I was able to inhibit 
responding rapidly and in the same manner as usual during a conversation that was escalating in 
predictable ways. The entire dynamic of a habitual interchange changed. Also, during training, I 
had a prolonged respiratory infection and started wheezing. One morning, as I lay in bed, I 
observed the wheezing more closely and noticed that I was pulling down, contracting in my chest, 
in a way that seemed to create the wheeze. I inhibited the pulling down, and the wheezing 
stopped. Up until that season, wheezing had often been a later stage of somewhat frequent upper 
respiratory infections. It hasn’t occurred now in 19 years. 
 
It is interesting that you ask us whether we can separate direction from inhibition. Some teachers 
would say that when I ask myself not to tense my neck, that that thought is direction and not 
inhibition. I see it as: whatever I’m asking to shed, stop, undue – that is inhibition. Whatever I’m 
asking that relates to space, expansion, and reminding myself of the best organization of myself – 
that is direction. Both inhibition and direction can involve consciously messaging myself. 
 

 
 
"I associate inhibition with a certain quietness of mind. Although I think of it as a process, it isn’t a 
process that brings about a state of mind which has stopped working. Quite the opposite actually 
— in my experience the thoughts become clearer. It is more like there is an acceptance of the 
present moment, of the space around me and the space within me. And through this acceptance 
there is a presence of calmness and clarity which in a way frees up a part of the mind that is 
always judging and assessing everything. With this quietness comes the ability to sense in a very 



detailed way what is happening with me when coming into contact with a stimulus. And it seems 
very logical that the quieter we are able to be the more we can notice.  
For me, ONLY through inhibition can I reach the full potential and meaning of directing and AT 
work in general. And yes, these two aspects of AT work (inhibition and direction) can definitely be 
described as separate topics, which doesn’t mean that they aren’t intertwined. The way I think 
about it is that inhibition can refer to stimuli in different magnitudes. There is inhibition in deciding 
not to sit down when confronted with this task (and starting to clearly sense the contrast between 
really, sincerely deciding to stop the habitual reaction, and just thinking that I’ve decided to stop it 
but still actually be fully immersed in thinking about the end result can take a lot of time and effort); 
and  there is inhibition in deciding not to start rushing in with my well-rehearsed directions in order 
to find new ways of looking at a particular situation; and also there is inhibitory component in 
directing, which means a distingtion between asking my body part to lengthen in a certain direction 
in relation to some other body part, and inhibiting sending messages to an area in order to stop 
tightening/contracting certain body parts. For me these are all inhibitory reactions to different kinds 
of stimuli. I’ve found it useful to be mindful of these differentiations. I just want to express that in my 
opinion inhibition can be used in realtion to not just the big flashy activities of sitting down or 
walking, but also the comparatively tiny impulses of thinking or sensing etc. It is a universally 
applicable response to any type of stimuli which gives me the ability to start seeing my habitual 
response in a more detailed way." 
 

 
 
"Examples of inhibition in my life involve walking, especially down stairs. It has been an automatic 
not-so-well-controlled act of falling because of lack of control of my leg muscles and hip flexors. 
After studying AT the hips have become more organized, and descending stairs is smoother and 
easier. In general, I’ve noticed that my nervous system has become calmer, and I attribute that to 
inhibition of reactions to normal parts of life. I’ve also noticed that I stop and think or at least 
change my facing more frequently when I do simple tasks (flipping a light switch, picking something 
up, etc.). Life feels somewhat slower. 
 
I think inhibition can be either a process or a state, depending on how it’s being used. It could be a 
general state of calm, mindful, non-reactive working, or it could be a process of deciding to stop 
before executing an action. Direction for me is part of how to inhibit, so I guess I can divide the two, 
though they are connected in the reality of use. 
" 
 

 
 
"I think about and teach inhibition as a both a state and a process. I have been a student and or 
teacher of AT for 39 years. Before AT I was volatile and quick to react and overreact. I was a mess 
really. Practicing the technique over the years years has changed all of that. The state of calm that 
is available to me is profound and just keeps getting better. Is it situational? I would say the 
situation affects the calm- of course it does- but the more skill I have and continue to develop the 
more control I have of my reaction. But I would never have consciously experienced that state if it 
were not for the process of inhibition. All of those teachers telling me to 'wait.' 
 
I've never known if this was an experience of inhibition or what, but I think that it was. When I was 
in acting school I was also taking AT lessons - so I was learning about inhibition then. I was in my 



stage combat class and we were learning how to do a standing forward flip. I was so close to 
getting it but I couldn't. I was getting frustrated and and because of this frustration I was trying too 
hard and just getting more and more disorganized. My teacher said stop- watch me do a flip- close 
your  eyes- open them- wait - now flip- and I did it beautifully! My trying and frustration was making 
everything just worse. When I stopped the trying and replaced my disorganization with the 
organization of my teacher- then the flip was a reality for me. SO I would place this in the process 
category. 
 
I also think that inhibition allows you to think clearly in difficult situations. My teaching studio is at 
my horse farm. I was in the middle of giving a lesson when the draft horse Spotty- all 2,000 lbs of 
him- escaped from the paddock- runs by my studio and down the busy street. Without missing a 
beat, I put on my shoes and was out the door and down the street after him. Calmly I stopped 
traffic, caught up with him, grabbed him by the halter and walked him home. My student was 
amazed at the efficiency in which I moved and how calm I was about what could have been a very 
dangerous situation. I think that this situation reflects my inhibitory state. 
 
A student, let's call her Sue, told me that after a lesson while driving home she was rear ended by 
another driver at a stop light. The driver who hit her jumped out of her car and starting screaming 
at Sue. Sue would describe herself as high energy and reactive. She said that typically she would 
have jumped out of her car and responded in kind but instead she calmly waited until the police 
came. By this point the other woman was really causing a scene. Eventually the whole thing got 
settled and the police thanked Sue for not joining in the escalation. She was so impressed with 
herself that she called me the next day to thank me. She said that the whole situation would have 
been very different if she hadn't been in that happy state after her lesson. So I think Sue had 2 
things going on. She was in a state of inhibition but she also was in the process. A calm state and 
choosing." 
 

 
 
"One of my teachers believes there is no need for inhibition, you simply choose to do something 
else.  
 
One believes the classical receiving and refusing and the assistants help me move without extra 
effort 
 
For me it is easier to think of what I would like to do which is Think about my head in relation with 
my body. I don't  know what I am stopping, and I am sure their is much more to stop.  " 
 

 
 
"I experience inhibition as pausing, listening and allowing, from there I make a choice. My process 
is always changing and different depending on my circumstances. Many times my body organizes 
quickly with just awareness. An example, if I’m rehearsing a show and asked to go down on my 
knees quickly in a dance move (this isn’t easy given I can no longer do a deep squat). I will take 
time to figure it out and allow my body to adapt and find a way. It may not be what the 
choreographer wanted but I usually come up with options that work. 
Another example, I was hiking on a trail and came across this deep decline down a hill a couple of 
days ago ( I didn’t have the proper shoes). I paused to asses how I was going to do get down. I 



was in fear of falling on my tailbone ( I fractured it in my twenties hiking down a mountain in snow). 
I tested moving slowly down and knew that wasn’t going to work (it was very slippery). I decided to 
go with momentum, moving quickly with small steps. My body adjusted for the task and down I 
went yelling at my husband to get out my way because I knew I could not abruptly stop once I 
started. I did it with success and even though I have experience many times how smart my body is 
I’m always a little surprised when I accomplish such tasks. 
 
Teaching dancers. I find the dancers are very critical of themselves and like to be told exactly what 
to do and how to get there. I also find they are very internal with their thinking because they are 
always watching themselves trying to manage their movement. So I let them discover inhibition for 
themselves through exercises and games without calling it inhibition (later in the semester I will 
introduce it with a name).  
 
One example, I will split the class in two groups, Group A will do the task, Group B will observe. I 
will give Group A the task to go get their back packs and moved them to another part of the room. 
They will do this several times. Then I will ask them to pause before they pick up the back pack, 
check in with themselves and what do they notice, is their an urge to get the task done, how is this 
resonating with them, is tension showing up in their body, is it changing their breath pattern, then to 
become aware of where they are in space (their relationship to space and the back pack), and 
when ready can they use the whole body from the ground up to pick up the backpack and move it 
back to their original spot. Then I ask both Groups to share. Some common comments are, the 
backpack was lighter and easier to pick up and carry. The movement looked smoother, more 
coordinated, less effort and purposeful. We will do this same exercise with other activities such as 
opening the doors to the studio (they are very weighted) or moving the ballet bars (in pairs) to 
another part of the room. 
 
Another example is the Mirror exercise in pairs(A& B). A will lead with a slow deliberate movement 
and B will mimic them. We will pause (hold the movement), both will notice how they are holding 
themselves up, can they do less holding, can they allow information from their partner and space, 
then I will say switch and B will become the leader. We keep switching going back and forth and 
then move on to another partner. They find this calms down the nervous system, helps them to feel 
embody and tune in with their partner. For those observing after some time they can’t tell who is 
leading. 
 
Another example, is learning choreography or taking a correction from a teacher. We will do this in 
three’s , A is the ballet instructor B the student, C observes the student’s response. A will give the 
B the command and they will perform the task (having their experience) then B will chose not to do 
the command and observe how this affects them (where are they noticing the tension), C is 
observing their response. Then we repeat again this time the student will pause after they hear the 
instructions, seeing if they can attend to themselves by moving the tension or responding from a 
calm place before they do the task. They may not chose to do the task. After they all share what 
they observe. This gives them the opportunity to see how they habitually anticipate and take time 
to understand what is being asked of them. 
 
As far as inhibition being more state or process I think it depends on the situation. They can be 
certainly be both especially if they are moving. 
 
It is possible for me to separate inhibition and direction?  



During my training I was obsessed with directions. I recall putting my hands on my teacher’s back 
and was blown away by the amount of movement that was happening. I remember making a 
choice that I wanted that much movement happening in my body so I became obsessed. Now, I 
don’t use Alexander’s directions. I find awareness alone is enough. As soon as I bring my attention 
to tension in my body it will move or if I bring my awareness out into the space my body will adapt 
quickly. As far as teaching I do introduce his directions in the beginning, I may give an assignment 
to play with them for the week then we have a discussion on what they noticed. I may use them in 
constructive rest from time to time but I don’t get bossy. They can definitely lead to a place of end 
gaining which was my case in my training so I leave it up to the student.  
" 


