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Medico- Legal

LIBEL ACTION BY MR. MATHIAS ALEXANDER
[FROM OUR MEDICO-LEGAL CORRESPONDENT]

In the Rand Division of the Supreme Court of the Union of
South" Africa, on Feb. 16, Mr. Justice Clayden began the
hearing of an action for libel brought by Mr. Frederick Matthias
Alexander, of London, against three medical men: Dr. Ernst
Jokl, Physical Education Research Officer to the Union Educa-
tion Department, Dr. E. H. Cluver, Director of the South
African Institute for Medical Research at Johannesburg, and
Dr. B. Maule Clark, of Houghton, Johannesburg, as editors of
Manpower, a biannual scientific journal published in Pretoria
by the Government Printer and circulating throughout the
Union.'
Mr. Alexander alleges that the defendants published an

editorial article and an introductory note, entitled " Facts and
Phantasies," to a further article implying that he made false
claims as to the scientific value of his technique, and that from
the scientific point of view the technique was contemptible and
nonsensical; that he was untruthful and dishonest, a charlatan
and a quack; that he had given the public dangerous and crim-
inally irresponsible advice; that for personal gain and to
attract people he had held out false promises of the benefits to
be derived from following his teachings; and that he was
mentally deranged and unbalanced. He further alleges that
he has for fifty years been carrying on for reward the profession
of teaching and expounding his technique, and that from the
offending publication he has suffered damages in the sum of
£5,000. The defendants admit publication, deny defamation,
and alternatively plead truth and fair comment in the public
interest.

Mr. 0. Pirow, K.C., appearing for the defendants, explained
that the case for the defence was that the matter complained
of represented an evaluation of Mr. Alexander's four books
Man's Supreme Inheritance, Constructive Conscious Control,
Use of the Self, and The Universal Constant in Living. These
claimed to set out the plaintiff's philosophy and technique,
and the defence alleged that the contents represented, in the
main, testimonials and sales talk intended to advertise the teach-
ings of his technique, but that they also contained, centring
round his alleged discoveries of conscious and/or primary
control, advice, claims, and statements which represented
dangerous quackery.2

Case for the Plaintiff
Mr. H. J. Hansen, K.C., opening the case for Mr. Alexander,

said that he had evolved a technique and ideas which had
received favourable comment from such eminent persons as
Sir Charles Sherrington, Mr. John Dewey, the American
philosopher, Mr. Aldous Huxley, apd Sir Stafford Cripps.
Mr. Alexander had never pretended to be an expert physio-
logist, but was an educationist who had made certain observa-
tions in investigating the use and misuse of the body. In his
four books he had developed the general theme that man in
the course of thousands of years had developed from an uncon-
scious creature, acting on instinct, toward a completely con-
scious being, that this process had been tremendously a&celer-
ated, especially in the last hundred years, and that to-day man
had to rely more than ever before on a conscious reaction to
his environment and the conscious use of his body. On the
one hand he was to realize that there should be no conscious
interference with such reflex or subconscious activities as
digestion, and on the other he had consciously to understand
what was the correct use and the misuse of the body, so that
incorrect habits could be corrected. For instance, a man sitting
for long periods at a desk would tend to hunch his shoulders
and would in time come'to regard that as a normal posture.
To correct the error he would have to learn, on sitting down,
consciously to resist the tendency to hunch the shoulders, and
then consciously to obey instructions to assume a correct
posture.

1 Johannesburg Star, Feb. 16.
2 Cape Argus, Feb. 17, 18, 19, 20, 23, 24, 2.5 and 26.

Dr. Jokl, one of the defendants, had met a teacher of the
Alexander technique, had made some comments on the method
as taught to children at the teacher's school, and had later
referred to it in an address to the South African Association
for the Advancement of Science. 'Finally came the article
in Manpower.. The general tone of the references to
Mr. Alexander was scathing and derogatory, and they implied
that he was a charlatan and a quack. Mr. Alexander was
80 years old; after all arrangements had been made for him
to come to Johannesburg he had had a stroke and was now
unfit to travel.

Mr. Pirow then submitted that the action had not been
brought within the statutory period of twelve months, but the
judge declined to decide that issue first.

Personal Testimony
Dr. Wilfred Barlow, giving evidence for Mr. Alexander,

said that he had qualified in medicine in 1937 and had
spent an extra year at Oxford on B.A. physiology. He
had hurt his shoulder at sport and suffered from repeated
dislocation; through following Mr. Alexander's methods he
was at last able to prevent his shoulder blade from slipping
out of its socket. He had become a student and later a quali-
fied teacher of the Alexander method. What he had seen-iin
the clinical wards of St. Thomas's. Hospital had made him
realize that Mr. Alexander had made an important discovery
which could help in the treatment of bad muscular co-ordination
or misuse. He quoted passages from a textbook issued by
the Council of Physical Therapy of the American Medical
Association which he said supported Mr. Alexander's theories
on the effect of faulty body mechanics on health, and from
articles in the British Medical Journal, the Lancet, the Medical
Press, and the Journal of the American Medical Association,
all of which he said were in appreciation of Mr. Alexander's
work.

Cross-examined by Mr. Pirow, he said he believed, as an
ideal, Mr. Alexander's argument that physical guidance by con-
scious control should in time make man immune from disease.
Examples of how conscious control could benefit a man's health
could be multiplied indefinitely. He would advise patients
suffering from acute and operable cancer or appendicitis to
be operated upon, and in all cases he would recommend a
course of after-care instruction in proper body mechanics to
improve the patient's use of his body and promote health.
Mr. Alexander did not claim to cure disease but to promote
its elimination.

Dr. Dorothy Drew, a London practitioner, said that she had
been injured in a car accident as a student and that during
the war, owing to heavy work and responsibilities, her health
had deteriorated and broken down. She had become a pupil
of Mr. Alexander in London, and as a result of his lessons her
sinusitis and appendix trouble had cleared up, her injured arm
did not bother her any more, and she felt fully healthy.

Mr. N. E. Coaker, K.C., of Johannesburg, the next witness,
said that his son, when aged four, had fallen and sustained
concussion and a minor skull fracture. One leg had dragged
and an arm had been affected, and he had suffered from serious
mental disturbances. After a course of the Alexander tech-
nique with a Johannesburg teacher the affected leg had
thickened to the same size as the other, there had been no
trace of drag or uncertainty, the hand and arm had returned
to normal, and the temperament was strikingly stabilized.
To-day the boy was outstanding both academically and in
athletics. An elder son who had suffered from continuouis
attacks of bronchitis had gained perfect health through a
re-educative course in body mechanics, and he had himself
benefited from a similar course. He had been present at a
demonstration of the Alexander technique by a local teacher
at which Dr. Jokl had been examined. His own knowledge
of the technique had shown him that the doctor's head was
pulled back; he had a great roll of flesh at the back of his
neck; one shoulder was slightly dropped, and he had a " Charlie
Chaplin " walk. These conditions had been demonstrated to
Dr. Jokl, and after manipulation he had acknowledged the
improvement. An article by Dr. Jokl had been published in
the Transvaal Educational News side by side with another
setting out the Alexander view; Later he had seen an article
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submitted by Dr. Jokl for publication in the South African
Scientific Journal and had complained to the publications
committee that it was "defamatory, untruthful, ill-informed,
common, and vulgar."

In answer to cross-examination, he said that after a course

in the Alexander technique his conscious use of his body and
his psycho-physical condition were improved, and this had
had a remedial effect on various complaints. He rejected the
suggestion that the improvement might be due to faith-healing.
Certain methods involving natural laws had been practised and
had produced expected results. He could not agree with
Mr. Alexander that prevention would be upfailing in time,
but he did not think the claim outrageous.

Miss Irene Tasker, a teacher of the Alexander technique,
said she was an honours graduate of Girton and had studied
under Dr. Montessori. After seeing in 1916 the effects of the
Alexander technique on one of her pupils, she had inquired
into the method and had become an assistant to Mr. Alexander
in London; she had started teaching his methods in South
Africa in 1935. She would take no pupil who refused to see
a doctor. She had first met Dr. Jokl in June, 1941, when he
had expressed interest and asked her to lecture. About a year
later he had telephoned to her saying he was a scientific inquirer
and wanted to see what the technique was about, and that he
haid become particularly interested on hearing that Sir Stafford
Cripps supported Mr. Alexander. At a later demonstration
she had shown that Dr. Jokl "pulled himself down" to a

seat. After one manipulation his condition had been improved,
but when he had sat down again he had reverted to the old
habit. He had written her a letter in which he had thanked
her for the "most interesting and able demonstration" she
had given, and had added, " I certainly feel that your system
means a highly important contribution in the field of educa-
tion in its widest sense, and am looking forward to learning
more about it from you." She had later received a request
from the doctor to take a course. She had asked him why,
and he had replied that it was just a rhetorical question to
test her reaction. She had suggested that he should see
Mr. Alex-ander himself.

Sir Stafford Cripps's Experience
Mr. Hansen handed in evidence taken on commission in

London frolp Dr. Whittaker, Dr. Peter McDonald, Lord Lytton,
Sir Stafford Cripps, and two other doctors. Sir Stafford Cripps's
evidence said that he had protested strongly to the High Com-
missioner for South Africa against what he considered a gross
libel of himself in the article in Manpower published by the
Union Government. Mr. Alexander's lessons had made him
feel much freer in his movements and much more rested. At
the end of a two-hours speech in the House made immediately
after a lesson he had not felt in the least bit tired.

In cross-examination Sir Stafford said that he had adopted the
Alexander technique and vegetarianism for colitis and various
internal complaints. "The extraordinary thing is that when
you experience it, you become perfectly convinced he is right."
In re-examination he quoted from the offending article: "The
best way to explain the amazing quackery is to look on it as
a typical instance of group hystero-neurosis." His own and
other, names were mentioned, and' there was a reference to
"highly Intelligent persons." The general tenor was obviously
that anyone associated with this Alexander teaching was either
a fool or a knave.
The Earl of Lytton, formerly Governor of Bengal and for

a short time Viceroy, had said on commission that a young
Indian civil servant whose health had broken down had
returned from England "a new ;man, happy and cheerful"
after treatment by Mr. Alexander. He himself had consulted
Mr. Alexander on account of being much run down in health
and having had a chronic headache for several years.
Mr. Alexander had pulled him about and generally used his
hands to put him in the position in which he wanted him;
then he had said, "There, that is your place in nature now.
If you always keep like that, you will always feel well." Lord
Lytton had felt extremely uncomfortable and misshapen in that
position, but had had very much better health. Mr. Alexander
had emphasized that he was not a doctor and it was not his

business to diagnose or remove complaints but to teach all
his pupils to make the best use of themselves. Lord Lytton,
had encouraged him to start a school and training centre, of
which he was still a trustee. This concluded the case for
Mr. Alexander.

Views from Physiologists
Counsel for the defence read evidence taken on commission

from Prof. Samson Wright, John Astor professor of physiology
in the University of London, who said he had made a careful}
and unbiased study of Alexander's books. These made manv
assertions which if accepted would revolutionize the whole

approach to medicine, but no records were given of any case-

histories, nor of examinations of large numbers of patients,
nor of findings based on these which would permit an impartial
person to examine and judge for himself the value of the asser-
tions. Unless Mr. Alexander could tell in detail the methods.
he used, readers were not justified in attaching any credence
to his affirmations about "deceptive sensory appreciation."
Statements on the function of certain organs, such as the

lungs, were "just nonsense," as was a description of the chest-

and abdomen as resembling a stiff oblong rubber bag.
A detailed analysis of the books suggested that, possibly

through lack of formal training in physiology, Mr. Alexander-

had not that standard of physiological knowledge which would

enable one to take his affirmations on trust, and one must

treat with the utmost scepticism any claims he mnade dealing:
with effects on respiration and circulation. The contention that

conscious control could regulate every function of the body
was quite out of keeping with what could be easily demon-

strated. In this as in other claims the onus was on Alexander,
seeing that his affirmations were entirely contrary to all the

established evidence about the degree of control of the iflternal

organs by the mind or will, to establish his case. Until he

did so the gravest scepticism was called for in accepting his

conclusions.
In the special field of the physiology of physical education

and related subjects Dr. Jokl was probably one of the lead-

ing authorities in the world, and was eminently equipped by
his knowledge and investigations to comment very competently
on any physiological statements made by Mr. Alexander. What

Sir Charles Sherrington had actually said about Mr. Alexander's

work was: " Mr. Alexander has done a service to the subject
by insistently treating each act as involving the whole integrated
individual, the whole psycho-physical man." If that were all

Mr. Alexander had said in his writings, it was, in Prof. Samson

Wright's view, a very minor service; but as this thesis was

combined with an immense amount of material which was

entirely untrue and misleading and probably dangerous, he

had, taking his writings as a whole,.rendered a great disservice

to the community.
Sir Henry Dale's- evidence, also given on commission, said

that he had found in Mr. Alexander's books "no intelligible
account of any scientific discovery." They struck him as a

mass of pretentious verbiage, and he would call the teaching
quackery. A given paragraph was very much in keeping with

the general style and tendency to vague assertion of advertise-

ments of proprietary nostrums.

Evidence by the Defendants

Dr. E.- H. Cluver, one of the three defendants, said in evidence

that he had studied at Oxford under Sir Charles Sherrington,
and in 1919 had been appointed professor of physiology at

the Rand University on Sir Charles's recommendation. He had

written two standard textbooks on practical physiology and

one on public health in South Africa, and had been Secretary
for Public Health in 1938. In November, 1943, a Member

of Parliament had drawn his attention to an alleged cure by

the Alexander method which, in accordance with his practice,
he considered it his duty to investigate. He had studied the

book Constructive Conscious Control and had glanced through

others. The contents had seemed to him to be nonsense which

could be left alone, something that only wealthy neurotics

could fall for. The statements about wrong sensory percep-
tions showed no knowledge of the physiological facts and a

wrong conception of the physiology of the human being. Any
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student knew that man could not consciously control- -all
muscular activity by the Alexander technique. His reaction
had been that this matter fell into the same category as the
alleged cures for cancer that he received. Later, however, he
had heard that it was seriously proposed that this technique
should be introduced into the schools of South Africa. He had
regarded this as a most shocking proposal, a very serious threat
to the health of school-children, a pernicious and dangerous
proposal, and he had decided that something must be done to
oppose it. He had heard' that Dr. Jokl had already encoun-
tered the protagonists of the scheme, and told him that the
matter was so serious that they should expose it in Manpower.
Dr. Jokl had been most reluctant, but on being urged had
eventually prepared the article as an acknowledged authority
on the subject.

Cross-examined by Mr. Hansen, Dr. Cluver wrote down the
name of the woman Member of Parliament who had claimed
that "a pain in the back" had been cured by the Alexander
method, and agreed that she was a person of considerable
intelligence. He had not tried, beyond reading the books, to
discover what the Alexander technique was. He understood
that the general theme was that man could be given conscious
control of his involuntary muscular system-" which is non-
sense." If he were told that this was not Mr. Alexander's
meaning, that might cause him to revise his ideas, but the state-
ments in the books showed gross physiological misconceptions.
He felt that this pernicious technique had to be exposed in
the publia' interest. In using such epithets as "pernicious,"
"dangerous," and so on, he was quite dispassionate, his only
object being to protect school-children. He knew of no harm
caused by the technique, but there was potential harm.
The epithets "Australian actor," "Australian gym master,"

and "Australian immortal" were not intended as abuse but
to show the background of the man who had made these
amazing claims, as was right "in exposing quackery of this
kind." He thought that most of the people, but not all, who
supported Mr. Alexander or claimed to benefit from his tech-
nique were neurotics. He agreed that he had himself written
in 1943 a non-technical book in which he had made the point
that man's instincts were not adequate to cope with the change
in man's physical and psychological state and environment
and that education was essential, that much sickness could be
prevented by proper methods, and that mental or psychological
maladjustments often caused conditions which led to disease;
and he had expressed the hope that in time most disease might
be prevented. He asserted, however, that this differed very
much from Mr. Alxander's concepts, which were based on
quite different and physiologically quite erroneous foundations.
In re-examination, he explained that his theme had been that if
man's physical and psychological environment could be created
with all the correct factors medical treatment would become
largely unnecessary and men should reach a much grtater age
than to-day. This had not the remotest connexion with
Mr. Alexander's ideas.

Dr. E. Jokl said in evidence that he had been born in Breslau
in 1907, had come to South Africa in 1933, and had been
labour and manpower adviser to the Industrial Development
Corporation. Since 1941 he had been a member of the National
Advisory Council for Physical Education to the Union Govern-
ment. He had been engaged in physical education research
foi over twenty years. When he had asked Miss Tasker to
show him her methods he had been head of the Department
of Physical Education for the Rand Technical College and had
approached anyone who he thought might contribute to its
studies. He had not been impressed with the demonstration
and had never suggested that he was impressed. Later Miss
Tasker had indicated that she could not give him lessons. As
a scientific inquirer he had considered this curious and so had
begun to read Mr. Alexander's books. He had felt it neces-
sary to reply to an address on the Alexander technique given
by a school inspector and later published in the Press. The
trend of the articles for the Alexander method had been that
the experts should now either accept or reject it. The challenge
had been thrown out and he had accepted it. After criticisms
of his Manpower article had appeared he had gone to England,
where he had found that all the " top-notchers " in medicine

were interested, and he had been inundated with offers of
evidence in support of his statements about the technique. Sir
Charles Sherrington had personally introduced him to Sir Henry
Dale. Asked about Sir Stafford Cripps, he replied that colitis
was " one of the notorious diseases which react in many people
to suggestion treatment, faith cures, hocus-pocus."
Counsel put to Dr. Jokl a letter written by Sir Charles to

Mr. Alexander in which the septences occurred: " . .I
appreciate the value of your teaching and observations....
I know some of the difficulties which attach to putting your
ideas across to those less versed in the study than yourself.
Your disciples, however, can more and more disseminate them
and multiply your call." After hearing of the publication of
this private letter, Sir Charles had been disgusted and had told
him he considered Mr. Alexander " a dangerous quack." The
letter was one of conventional kindness, as had been his own
letter to Miss Tasker. He had genuinely, desired to have lessons
from her to learn more about the method. He agreed, how-
ever, that letters written by him in 1943 included a bitter attack
on Miss Tasker and a statement that he wished " to expose
the Alexander technique and attack the racket." Most of the
Alexander supporters were neurotics. They were all very clever
people and there was nothing wrong with their intellect, but
their emotional make-up was maladjusted. He quoted many
passages from Mr. Alexander's books to support his contention
that Mr, Alexander's " unqualified claims " included conscious
control of the viscera. Re-examined, he said he had no quarrel
with Mr. Alexander's claim to improve posture but with his
claim that a particular method of attaining posture would ensure
"unfailing health-curative, preventive, and promotive."

This completed the evidence for the defence, and counsel
then addressed the Court.

(To be concluded)

Medical Notes in Parliament

National Assistance Bill
When the Report stage of the National Assistance Bill was
taken -,in the House of Commons on March 5 Mr. JOHN
EDWARDS moved to amend Clause 5 (Determination of Need
for Assistance) by leaving out the words "pulmonary tubercu-
losis" and inserting "tuberculosis of the respiratory system."
He said it was proposed to alter the wording to ensure that
the Clause covered all infective forms of the disease.

Mr. SOMERVILLE HASTINGS asked what would happen in the
case of a man who was discovered to be suffering from tubercu-
losis of the lungs after he had become so ill that he had had
to leave his work. In that case he would not suffer loss of
income by entering a hospital or sanatorium.

Mr. JAMES GRIFFITHS said the Ministry of National Insur-
ance would prepare regulations to meet the kind of case referred
to by Mr. Hastings.
The amendment was accepted, and on the motion that

Clause 5 stand part of the Bill Mr. GRIFFrrHS said that- under
this Clause the Board would be under an obligation to make
special regulations in regard to blind persons and those suffer-
ing from tuberculosis of the respiratory system. The Clause
as amended was ordered to stand part of the Bill. Amend-
ments were made in further Clauses and the Bill was reported
to the House.

Mr. STEELE moved that the Bill be read a third time. He
took the opportunity to give an assurance that the National
Assistance Board would include someone from Scotland and
someone from Wales.

Mr. SOMERVILLE HASTINGS said that under the Bill one class
of people would suffer. They were the district medical officers
who administered medical assistance under the Poor Law.
These officers were not in the true sense part-time officers.
Although they were not employed whole-time they gave a
twenty-four-hour service. Moreover, they were called " Senior
Poor Law Officers" and could not be discharged by a local
authority except with the consent of the Ministry. As they
were permanent officers he asked Mr. Griffiths to be sure that
justice was done to them in the grant of compensation.

Mr. JoHN EDWARDS, replying for the Government, did not
take up the point raised by Mr. Hastings. The Bill was read
a third time without a division.
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