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Personality

• Non-verbal, intuitive, tonal-kinesthetic

• Relationship-introvert-collector
• Culturally educated to “contribute”

• Only recently trained as an “intellectual”
• Slow learner with a belief that I can learn 

anything I want (no matter how long it 
takes)



“Sometimes a person has to go a very 
long distance out of his way to come 
back a short distance correctly.”

Edward Albee, Zoo Story



My interest has been to answer “How 
many ways do humans create their 
version of ‘reality’?” I have learned an 
enormous amount from my students 
who have been high performance 
artists, musicians, therapists, original 
thinkers, and “survivors”.



My Goal

• Answer the question “Why is the Alexander 
Technique so unrecognized by the leading edge 
researchers, educators, and institutions?”

• Create an “elegant non-intrusive systemic 
intervention” which will stimulate interdisciplinary 
discussion and collaborative experimental 
models…which will then cause a ripple effect in 
multiple disciplines (with the least amount of 
effort).



My resources

• Margaret Mead’s model for global peace.

• Buckminster Fuller’s “Trim Tab” interventions.
• Randall Collins’…Global Theory of Intellectual 

Change, a protocol for entry into the attention 
space of a major discipline.

• The support and encouragement of Walter 
Carrington and Michel Bitbol.

• The work of Francisco Varela.



Randall Collins
The Sociology of Philosophies:

a global theory of intellectual change

University of Pennsylvania Almanac, April 12, 2005
Volume 51 Number 28

Harvard University Press 1998) 



Walter Carrington

“My dear, it’s really 
amazing! Now that you 
have found yourself at 
this institute (CREA), 
you really must find a 
way to do something for 
the Technique.”

Cover: Personally Speaking,                    

Mouritz, London, 2001

Personal audio recording: R. Zahn (2003)



MICHEL BITBOL

Photo courtesy of Ecole nationale supérieure des Mines de Saint-Etienne

CNRS, CREA, École Polytechnique, Paris



“The blind spot in the cognition sciences of the 
twentieth century is that we do not have a method 

of properly accessing experience…”

Francisco Varela, 1946-2001



The Paradigm Shift in 
Cognitive science

• In 1991 Francisco Varela (neuroscientist) and his 
colleagues wrote a courageous book entitled The 
Embodied Mind: Cognitive Science and Human 
Experience.

• In 1994 David Chalmers (computer scientist 
turned philosopher of mind) delivered the second 
challenge: Facing Up to The (Hard) Problem of 
Consciousness.



“The nature of ‘hard’ becomes reframed in 
two senses:

1. It is hard work to train and stabilize a new 
method to explore experience. 

2. It is hard to change habits of science in order for 
it to accept that new tools are needed for the 
transformation of what it means to conduct 
research on mind and for training of the next 
generations.”

Varela F. and Shear J. (Eds.) (1996) ‘Neurophenomenology: A 
methodological remedy for the hard problem’. In Journal of Consciousness 
Studies



The View from Within, first-person 
approaches to the study of consciousness

“Our view is that the field of consciousness 
studies and cognitive neuroscience has been far 
too much under the influence of one particular 
style of philosophy of mind, cut off from other 
traditions that have made their specialty the 
methodological exploration of human 
experience.”

One chapter introduces F. M. Alexander as one 
of the “primary thinker-explorers of the twentieth 
century who were interested in finding practical 
ways to further human development.”

Varela, f. & Shear, J. (eds.)1999



Neurophenomenology

• A new concept which combines neuroscientific
principles with the Edmond Husserl’s 
philosophical insights of the 1st person lived 
experience of of “being”.

• A 1st person methodology via Husserl’s practice 
of introspection : “Épochè” (French).

• Epoché (English) is an ancient Greek term 
which, in its philosophical usage, describes the 
theoretical moment where all judgments about 
the existence of the external world, and 
consequently all action in the world, are 
suspended. (wikipedia)



Depraz N., Varela F. and Vermersch P. (2000). ‘The 
Gesture of Awareness: An account of its structural 
dynamics’ In M. Velmans (ed). Investigating 
Phenomenal Consciousness. Amsterdam: John 

Benjamins.

Épochè



A. A phase of suspension of habitual thought and judgment. This is a basic 
precondition for any possibility of change in the attention which the subject 
gives to his own experience and which represents a break with a ‘natural’
or non-examined attitude.

B. A phase of conversion (redirection) of attention from ‘the exterior’ to ‘the 
interior’.

C. A phase of letting-go or of receptivity towards the experience.
Note in passing that in this recursive movement, the suspending 
movement which begins the process, has a quality which is different each 
time around, at each step of the structuring of the reflective act.    

CREA-Varela Cultural Capital

Depraz N., Varela F. and Vermersch P. (2000). 



The Deep Trouble

• Cognitive science, challenged by Varela, 
realized that it could not move forward on the 
question of Consciousness without laboratory 
experimentation with 1st person testimony of 
“lived experience”.

• For centuries the intellectual emphasis 
developed theories and technological advances 
based on 3rd person methodologies of “objective 
observation” which could produce repeatable 
results.



The Deeper Trouble

• For centuries, the 1st person accounts of 
experience were excluded and scientists and 
philosophers today find themselves in the 
awkward void of having no rigorous definitions of 
1st person experience.

• A small group of cognitive scientists have only 
recently begun to explore simple 1st person 
methodologies through Mind and Life novice 
retreats.

• Most Western scientists and philosophers 
remain skeptical concerning Eastern 1st person 
practices.



Sir Karl R. Popper

“Dr Wilfred Barlow kept detailed 
diaries throughout his adult life and 
there is an entry in one of the diaries 
for 1958 detailing Karl Popper's first 
consultation with him. I know that 
Popper attended my father over 
some considerable period.”

David Barlow (2009)

Falsifiability: “Great Scientists... are men of bold 
ideas, but highly critical of their own ideas: they try to 
find whether their ideas are right by trying first to find 
whether they are not perhaps wrong. They work with 
bold conjectures and severe attempts at refuting 
their own conjectures.”

Objective Knowledge: an Evolutionary Approach
(1972), 44 

www.denistouret.net/textes/Popper



“Not Even Wrong”

“An argument that appears to be scientific is said 
to be not even wrong if it cannot be falsified 
(i.e., tested) by experiment or cannot be used to 
make predictions about the natural world.
(The phrase was coined by the theoretical physicist Wolfgang 
Pauli.)”

Wikipedia entry for  “Not Even Wrong”



• Alexander teachers often form explanations of 
their work that do not use clear, or consistent 
categories. They avoid this by insisting on 
“giving an experience”. 

• I suggest that today it is possible to understand 
the Alexander Technique theoretically without 
the “experience” of a lesson. 

• I would still maintain that the actual 
psychophysical transformation possible with the 
Alexander Technique can only be attained 
through the re-educative experience. 

Our Problem: “not even wrong”

Zahn, R.



What do we need to know?

• What is a “first person”?
• What is a “third person”?
• What is a “second person”?
• What is a “first person expert”?
• What is a “second person expert”?
• What is a “third person expert”?



1st person experience

“I feel ok”



What is a second person?

A second person is simply any “other”
person with whom you are relating or 
interacting: having a cup of tea, saying 
“hello”. 





What is a simple third person?

It is simply speaking in the narrative:

“he”, “she”, “it”.



What is a scientific or philosophical 
third person expert?

• A third person is used as a term for the 
“objective observer” in methodological science.

• He/she is assumed to represent anyone using 
the measurable, repeatable, predictable 
experimentation to arrive at results, proofs which 
are falsifiable.

• This can be applied to theoretical science as 
well as laboratory science.

• It is also an “attitude” used in theoretical 
philosophical discussions. 



3rd person “objective” debate

Example: Wave–particle duality
considers that all particles exhibit both wave 
and particle properties. It is a central issue of 
quantum mechanics which challenges the 
earlier classical beliefs which are unable to 
explain the later discoveries of quantum-scale 
objects.



Is it simply that when a wave crests, it 
seems to behave like a particle?

Image by  N. Harding

http://stargazers.gsfc.nasa.gov/images/sun_

images/electromagnetic_spectrum/wave_crest.gif



A Beginning Alexander T. student:

is a “first person” enroute to becoming a 
“first person psychophysical expert”.



Where do we fit?

• What is an Alexander student?
• What is an Alexander teacher?
• What is an Alexander trainer?



1ST Person Experts 1900

F.M. Alexander                     William James            Edmund Husserl

Psychophysical                     Psychological            Philosophical                                                

STAT, London                               Creighton University                        En.wikipedia.org



An Alexander Technique teacher

• Is an ever continuing non-doing “1st person 
psychophysical expert” who has become adept 
at interacting with an other “second person”.

• Assists a (second person) beginner AT student 
to become a “first person psychophysical 
expert”.

• Thereby becomes a “second person 
psychophysical expert” in 1st person 
psychophysical education.



A  2nd person psychophysical expert training              
John Dewey, a 1st person beginner. 

Photo: STAT, London



The project model

CREA Laboratoire,                                                  
École Polytechnique, Paris France               
INA, Brie sur Marne, France                             
Perhaps Collège de France

(The domain of 2nd person 
experts-teachers in third person 
methodology) 



Embodied, dis-embodied, and re-embodied cognition:
the domain of “2nd person psychophysical experts”



Why Now? Why CREA? 
Why the Alexander Technique?

We can fulfill Collins’ protocol for introducing a 
new idea at the proper time and place
– “Theory of small numbers” of thinkers and ideas 

which can dominate the intellectual space at any 
given time.

– “Theory of network lineages”
– “Theory of sacred objects”

• Vocabulary, concepts, research questions
• Historical precedents, important figures
• Cultural capital

– Theory of the unresolved “Deep Trouble”



Rachel’s “cultural capital”

• The late Francisco Varela (who was to co-direct my 
research) stimulated a lineage of interdisciplinary 
cooperation focused on “The Embodied Mind”. This also 
includes research funded by the Mind and Life Institute.

• CREA is still the traditional “Hot center of the 
embodiment debate” because of Varela’s legacy there.

• As a teacher of the Alexander Technique, I share 
vocabulary, concepts, categories, and “cultural heroes”
with Varela’s lineage: James, Dewey, Sherrington, 
Popper, Libet, and Tinbergen.



Embodiment
?

Ideal 3rd person participants capable of causing “the ripple”



Jonathan Cole

“A neurologist, scientist, and author in the UK, Jonathan Cole’s 
writing explores the experience of impairment of the body from 
the first person perspective.” World Science Festival 

From the BBC Horizon 1998 Special 



Shaun Gallagher

“Professor of Philosophy and Cognitive Sciences at The University
of Central Florida, where he is Senior Research Faculty at IST, a 
research institute focused on simulation and modeling. The focus of 
his research is the intersection between traditional phenomenologie
and cognitive science, embodiment and the phenomen of temporal 
personal identity.” He is a advisor to the Mind & Life Institute.   

University of Central Florida, USA

University of Hertfordshire, UK



Claire Petimengen , CREA

Imprint Academic Publishers, Exeter, UK

Journal du Grex: expliciter



The View From Within: First-person 
approaches to the study of consciousness.
Varela & Shear (eds.) (2000)

«This is an important collection addressing what
is arguably the greatest challenge now facing a 
science of consciousness. Such a science must 
connect third-person data about brain and 
behavior with first-person data about conscious
experience. But how do we gather the first-
person data, and how can we represent it?»

Review by: David Chalmers



Jean-Luc Petit

Professor of philosophy & researcher at the Laboratory of 
Physiology of the Perception of Action, Collège de France. 

jlpetit.chez.com



Alain Berthoz
Professer at Collège de France

Director of Laboratoire de Physiologie de la 
Perception et de l'Action, Collège de France 

Consulate de France, Vancouver



Nathalie Depraz
Université de la Sorbonne, Paris IV

http://www.o-p-o.net/pragueessaylist.html John Benjamins Pub Co (mars 2003) 



Thierry Pozzo , Director of U887 Laboratory

Performance, Dysfunction, Aging, and tools for 
Optimisation



“Hand reaching and bipedal equilibrium 
are two important functions of the 
human motor behavior. However, how 
the brain plans goal-oriented actions 
combining target reaching with 
equilibrium regulation is not yet clearly 
understood. An important question is 
whether postural control and reaching 
are integrated in one single module or 
controlled separately.”

Thierry Pozzo (2009) 

The Journal of Neuroscience, 7 January 2009, 29(1): 191-205; 
doi: 10.1523/ JNEUROSCI.3426-08.2009 



Jerome Saltet
“Learning to Learn”

Managing Stress

Le Grand Prix de l’Éducation, founder



Catherine Genno Pagès Roshi
Taizan Maezumi Roshi lineage

The Dana Zen Center, 
Paris - Montreuil 

http://www.dana-sangha.org



Kevan Martin

• “The neocortex, which 
forms over 80% of the 
volume of the human 
brain is, arguably, the 
most critical to what 
makes us human.”

• “My research goal is to 
answer just two 
questions: 'what is 
neocortex?’ and, 'what 

Director of the Institute of Neuroinformatics, a joint Institute of the University of 
Zurich and the Swiss Federal Institute of Technology. AT student--supporter

AT Congress 2008 and Institute of Neuroinformatics, University of Zurich 



Amy Cohen Varela
Psychoanalyst

“ The cognitive neurosciences' 'embodied-enactive' and 
neurophenomenological perspectives provide a philosophical 
framework for the place of subjectivity and interpretation in 
scientific work. This important epistemological shift in scientific 
thinking offers evocative conceptual tools…which should 
transform the difficult dialogue between the neurosciences and 
psychoanalysis.”

JEP European Journal of Psychoanalysis 10-11 2000 Winter-Fall



Other 3rd person experts



Stanislas Dehaene
Chair of Experimental Psychology, College de France

“We investigate high-level 
human cognitive functions such 
as language, mathematics, 
attention..., combining 
experimental psychology, 
neuropsychology and 
neuroimagery approaches.”

Cognitive Neuroimaging INSERM,

Neurospin Center in the CEA campus of Saclay
and at the Pitie-Salpetriere Hospital in Paris. 



Guenter Edlinger

EEG Electrode cap

G.tec medical engineering 
Gmbh, Scheidlberg, Austria

source

HCI International 2011, USA



G.tec Technology

http://patrickmillard.com



Massimo Bergamasco
PERCRO LAB, PISA

source
Photos: Percro Lab by Rocco Rorandelli



Embodiment
?



2nd person psychophysical experts

Teacher
Trainers

Junior 
teachers

FRANCE

ITALY

ENGLAND
UNITED
STATES

Switzerland

AUSTRIA

Senior
teachers

WHY?



Why the Alexander Technique Training is 
ideal for the discussion

• It is the only pedagogy that maintains the 
integrity of the “1st person expert” as a necessity 
for becoming the 2d person experts.

• Other methods develop 2nd person experts 
based on expertise of manipulation, movement 
therapy, etc., which uses the simple 2nd person 
“other”.

• Other methods also develop “2nd person 
experts” based on third person (skipping the 
simple 2nd person) and treat the body as an 
object.



The time has come to explain why and how 
the Alexander Technique’s unusual teaching 

works!

• This means the 3rd person expert group will have 
a better chance to SEE the maintenance of the 
on-going “1st person psychophysical expertise”
which determines the Alexander Technique’s 
specific “2nd person expertise”. 

• This means they will experience this specific 
difference as 3rd person, 2nd person, and 1st

person interactions as well as hear the trainers 
and teachers discuss it.



What are the obstacles?
Ourselves!

• In 100 years, we have not yet reached a 
consensus on terminology.

• This does not in anyway mean there is only one 
“fundamentalist” definition or only F.M.’s words.

• It means that we ought to be competent in 
communicating the context of the words we use, 
(while maintaining 1st person expertise).

• There can be well over 5 uses of the Alexander 
word Direction.

• When there are different philosophies of teaching 
or training, they could be openly revealed to 
trainees within competent discussions…just as 
other disciplines have done.



“OTHERNESS ”
Adaptation of  Hitchcock’s North by Northwest by Life and Mind Seminars.



21st Century

• Our future as a professional discipline requires a 
good look at how the beauty of our “1st person 
psychophysical expertise” can fail to create 
mature “2nd person experts” in a professional 
context (i.e. with other disciplines).

• Even psychoanalysis which began at the same 
time as FM Alexander, has matured enough to 
have established clear terminology and 
maintained an ongoing debate within and 
without of the psychoanalytic tradition.



Knowing what you really mean.

“Never let yourself be goaded into taking 
seriously problems about words and their 
meanings. What must be taken seriously are 
questions of fact, and assertions about facts: 
theories and hypotheses; the problems they 
solve; and the problems they raise.”

Karl Popper Unended Quest (1974)



Eric Kandel, neuropsychiatrist

Received the Nobel Prize in 2000 for the physiological basis of the molecular 
changes during long and short term learning.

“Communicating a good idea is as important as the 
idea itself…Psychotherapy and psychoanalysis must 
find its connection to neurobiology or have no future”

And the Alexander Technique…?

In Search of Memory: The Neuroscientist Eric Kandel 2008 film by Petra Seeger

Fr.wikipedia.org



What do we need for success?

• Courageous, generous, high integrity Alexander 
teachers who are ready to both learn and teach 
from the interchange with other 2nd person 
experts.

• Funding for the audio-video preservation of the 
model.

• Housing for teachers coming to Paris.
• Organizational support.
• Training teams to continue the model in the 

future.





Rachel Zahn

rachel.zahn@gmail.com
Alexanderscience.org


