
264 

THE SWEDISH SYSTEM OF TRAINING AS APPLIED 
TO THE RECRUIT, ITS PURPOSE AND METHOD OF 
ACCOMPLISHMENT. 

By LIEUTENANT-COLONEL E. BUTT. 
Royal Arrny Medical Corps. 

THE duties associated with the appointment of Medical 
Inspector of Recruits having brought me into close touch with 
the physical training schools in the Irish Command, I have been 
afforded exceptional opportunity of observing the practical appli
cation of the existing system of training since its inceptIon. 
I propose in this paper to record my experience in connection 
therewith, and to add some suggestions which it is hoped will 
assist towards its efficiency. 

It will be well, however, first to briefly consider the recruit 
from the point of view of (1) his physique; (2) the work he is 
employed to undertake in a soldier's capacity; (3) the principles of 
the training method applied to correct his defects and fit him for 
his special work. As a result of these investigations it is hoped 
that a clear understanding will be come to regarding the objects 
in view and their method of accomplishment. 

The average age of approved recruits is 19 years; a large pro
portion are younger. The great majority, therefore, join the Army 
before development is completed. Recruits vary from perfect 
development and strength to very imperfect development. The 
most common defects found amongst the latter class are exaggera
tions of the compensatory spinal curves (cervical and lumbar) and 
those connected therewith, which are due to insufficient or faulty 
development of the trunk muscles. The latter condition is not 
surprising when the following facts are takim into consideration, 
i.e. (a) the function and size of those muscles, and Cb) that they 
are naturally the first to suffer when the body is placed in an 
unfavourable condition for normal healthy growth. 

rrhe soldier is trained in order to prepare him for the strain 
and hardships of active service. He must therefore be able to march 
long distances and carry a load as well, and as it is necessary 
for him to possess good power of endurance· and be healthy, and 
thus be placed in a favourable position to withstand the vicissitudes 
associated with rapid change of environment, it is' essential that 
even the strong and well developed should receive some preparatory 
training. 
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E. Butt 265 

Well-graded exercise in any system of physical training, if 
applied early and continned for a sufficient time, will accomplish, 
under normal conditions, "the harmonious development of the 
whole body." The Swedish system of training, thus applied in the 
land of its birth, is said to accomplish that object successfully, but 
it is necessary to recollect that only certain principles of the 
Swedish" system have been selected to meet the necessities of the 
recruit type, and that their application, for those undergoing 
training, is limited under ordinary circumstances to a period of 
six months. The Swedish system of training differs in a very 
important respect from the one recently in operation in our Army, 
and, in fact, from all English systems, in that it aims at the 
progressive and harmonious development of the trunk muscles; the 
development, in the strict application of the term, of the muscles 
proper of the limbs is practically disregarded, while the aim of 
the English systems is exactly the reverse. In the accomplish~ 
ment of this main purpose, viz., development of the trunk muscles, 
other desiderata of training are also achieved. Apart from the 
above special training the recruit receives instruction in marching 
and running on the square, and similar instruction, including 
digging, forms part of his later physical education after he joins the 
ranks 

The deductions to be drawn from a review of the foregoing 
considerations are :-

(i) That all recruits require, at least, .some physical training 
before they join the ranks. 

(2) That the great majority require special training, and that 
they join at a period sufficiently early in their development to 
justify the belief that they will' derive those benefits £l'om the 
training which the system is said to afford. 

(3) That the method of training in operation has a definite 
relation to the necessities of those for whom it is intended. 

Application of the System.-Every exercise is performed from 
a certain position termed the "starting position." Examples of 
such positions are: "feet open," "feet astride,"" feet sideways," 
"position of attention," &c. The details of these positions are 
given in the" Manual of Physical Training." The following points 
connected with them should be observed :-

(1) The angle and degree of separation of the feet should be 
correct. 

(2) The weight of ~he body should be balanced equally on both 
feet. 
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266 '['lte SJvedish System of Training 

(3) Balance should be maintained by the engagement of the 
spinal muscles when, in any movement, the point where the centre 
of gravity of the body normally rests is changed. 

Position of Attention. -A strict adherence to the principle 
which it is intended in this paper to emphasise, viz., development 
of the trunk muscles, is essential. The" position of attention" 
occupies a very important place in the system, so in order to make 
clear the purpose it fulfils, the main facts contributing to the 
erect carriage of the body must be considered. This involves 
consideration of two factors: (1) The straightening or stiffening of 
the spinal column, and (2) the centre of gravity of the body. In 
standing erect, the spinal or axial muscles and those connecting 
the spine with the head, thorax, pelvis, and the latter with the 
lower extremities, are all actively engaged, the muscles of the leg 
and feet assisting. The centre of gravity of the body is about It 
inches below the top of the sacrum; a perpendicular line dropped 
from this when the body is erect touches the ground a little in 
front of the ankles, so that there is a constant tendency for the 
body to fall forward, and this must be counteracted by muscular 
action; but if the opposing muscles which puU back the body 
acted alone, the body would fall backward, and similarly, if the 
body were inclined to one side, then it would fall to that side, so 
that in standing erect the muscles which pull the body forward 
and backward as well as those which pull it to either side must 
be engaged in order to maintain balance. 

'fhe maintenance of balance, as is well known, is effected by 
engaging the spinal muscles. Native women in India are accus
tomed from early childhood to carry articles on their head. To 
enable them to accomplish this successfully the spinal column 
must be kept rigid and the compensatory curves symmetrical by 
the action of the spinal muscles. The latter muscles are in this 
way graduaily developed, and it is common knowledge that these 
women carry themsel ves erect to a degree that is remarkable. 

Standing erect, therefore, involves the calling into action of a 
great many muscles, and the muscular effort is increased if the 
heels are kept together, for the base of support is a narrow one, 
arid the balance must be finely adjusted. The position may be said 
to be an unnatural one for those whose trunk muscles are not 
d~veloped, but it can be accomplished by anyone, with effort, and 
be maintained for a reasonable time without any fear of harmful 
results following. 

Any factor introduce.d, while the erect posture is maintained, 
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which disturbs the equilibrium of the body (balance) will increase 
the muscular effort required to maintain that position; such a dis
turbing factor is movement of the limbs. Graded exercises are 
therefore introduced for that purpose, and just in proportion as 
they disturb eq nilibrium so is the muscular effort to maintain the 
erect posture increased. In this way gradual progression is accom
plished, and by continuously and progressively engaging the trunl~ 
muscles throughout the whole series of exercises, development of 
those muscles is attained. If this is accomplished to the desired 
degree the defects associated with insufficient development will be 
corrected, and a natural erect carriage will be maintained without 
effort. 

The" position of attention" can then be defined as the posture 
assumed by conscious eff01·t which would be maintained by ~tncon
scious effort if the trunk muscles were developed as Nature 
intended, and its function in the system becomes obvious. 

Ann and Leg Exercises. - Apart from the equilibrium-dis
turbing influence exerted by these exercises, they also make the 
limb muscles proper active and the joints supple, and they enable 
trunk muscles, not immediately concerned in maintaining the erect 
posture, to be called into action. Thus, in heaving and rope
climbing exercises, the hands and elbows are so placed that the 
limb muscles proper are, as much as possible, thrown out of action 
to produce full trunk muscular effect. This introduces another 
important principle, viz., " economical expenditure of energy." The 
following illustration explains my meaning. A difficult exercise or 
feat of strength will quickly produce fatigue in the muscles specially 
used. In walking the fatigue produced is at first mainly local, that 
is to say, it is the muscles most used in the exercise which become 
fatigued. If a man climbs up a ladder on hands and feet he does 
a certain amount of work, but experiences no fatigue. If he climbs 
up the ladder by hanging on the rounds with his hands he accom
plishes the same amount of work, i.e., he lifts his body through the 
same height, but the sensation of fatigue in the muscles engaged 
will be severe. Though the amount of work done is the same, it 
is done at a great disadvantage by the small muscles of the arms 
instead of by the large. muscles of the hip; similarly, if he raises 
his body with the small arm muscles instead of with the large 
shoulder muscles the work is done equally uneconomically. 

Arm and leg movements are few and simple, and the same 
movements are applied to various exercises. Arm movements are 
classed as follows: "outward,"" upward," and" forward stretching," 
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268 'l'he Swedish System 'of 'l'raining 

"raising," "swinging," and" flinging." The leg movements are: 
"feet placing," "heels raising," and "leg raising" "forward" 
and" outward." Their chief purpose, as already stated, is to dis
turb equilibrium. To make this clear a few exercises will be 
considered. Let it be assumed the pupil is standing in the 
"position of attention," and reqeives the command "hips firm." 
'l'he hands are placed on the hips in the manner described in the 
"Manual of Physical Training," the weight of the arms is thus 
transferred to the pelvis; this increases stability (i.e., diminishes the 
tendency of the head and shoulders to fall forward). The com
mand, "heels raise," follows. The movement is executed slowly, 
and as the body-weight is gradually transferred from the feet to the 
toes, the base of support, which was narrow at the commencement 
of the movement, is now narrower, and therefore equilibrium is 
made more difficult to maintain. Then the command" full knees 
bend" is given. The body, poised on the toes, is slowly lowered. 
When in position the pupil may receive the command, "arms 
outward" or "upward stretch." The movement of the arms 
increases the difficulty of maintaining balance, and proportionally 
produces developmental effect on the muscles engaged in main
taining the erect posture or "position of attention." 

Again, let it be assumed that the pupil is in the "forward 
lying" position as described in the "Manual of Physical Training." 
Observe that although when so placed the body is horizontal, 
it should be in exactly the same position, as regards erectness, 
as if he were standing in the" position of attention." The com
mand, "hips firm," followed by arrns "outward" or "upward 
stretch" may be given. In the former position, equilibrium is dis
turbed to a certain extent, and in the latter more so. The pupil 
might also receive the command "backward bend" from the" hips 
firm" position, and subsequently the command, "arms upward" or 
" outward stretch"; the disturbance of equilibrium effected in those 
movements would be very much increased. 

It should be apparent that these simple limb movements, as 
applied to the various exercises, could have no developmental effect 
on the limb muscles proper. But as a belief to the contrary obtains, 
and as the wording of para. 362 of the "Physical Training 
Manual" (" The object, then, of employing the muscles in all 
physical training and g'ymnastic exercises is not, as is so often 
supposed, merely for the sake of muscular development,' which for 
itself alone is a matter of secondary importance, but for the effects, 
direct and indirect, on the harmonious development and co-ordinate 
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action of all the organs of the body, and of the. body as a whole ") 
may possibly lay the foundation for that· belief, it may be as well . 
to enquire into the physiological principles governing muscular 
exerCIses. 

If a muscle be constantly exercised its efficiency is increased, and 
increased according to the call made upon it .. The absolute force 
of a muscle, i.e., the weight it is just able to lift, depends upon its 
cross section-that is, the number of fibres which act together in 
raising any weight. If, therefore, the strain on a muscle is con
stantly increased the muscle tends to grow and increase its cross 
st:ction. Thus, if it is desired to increase the size of muscles we must 
ensure that these muscles are constantly exercised against a force 
which is greater than that which they have normally to overcome. ' 
On the other hand, ordinary exercise does not necessarily increase the 
size of muscles, for it is well known that many men who are able to 
keep up prolonged exercise have only small muscles-for example, 
natives of India. vVe may conclude, then, that exercise improves the 
efficiency of a muscle and its power of. resisting fatigue, whilst 
increased strain causes increased size of the muscles and, therefore, 
that the arm and leg movements cannot, under the circumstances, 
produce developmental effect in the ordinary acceptation of the 
term, and further that the system as applied to the recruits, while 
it does aim at development of the trunk muscles and harmonious 
action of the muscles generally, does not aim at 'the development of 
all the muscles of the body. 

The remaining exercises included in the system call for no 
comment, as the principles already indicated apply to them all. 

Strict adherence to the foundation of the system, viz., pro
gressive development of the trunk mttscles, enables anyone to under
stand the objects in view and easily recognise faults in the execution 
of exercises. Stability is necessary if work is to be performed 
efficiently and economically; therefore, the muscles which maintain 
stability must be symmetrically developed. A little reflection will 
show that by judicious application of the system we possess the 
means, when necessary, of correcting unsymmetncal development. 

It will probably be replied that everybody knows all this; then 
by all means let us practise what we know. . It may also be 
replied that most of the points in this paper having direct reference 
to the system of training-the non-observance of which could effect 
its efficiency-are included in the" Manual of Physical Training," 
that a knowledge of the scientific basis on which it rests is unneces
sary, and that the ultimate results would be the same if instructors 

by copyright.
 on M

ay 22, 2023 by guest. P
rotected

http://m
ilitaryhealth.bm

j.com
/

J R
 A

rm
y M

ed C
orps: first published as 10.1136/jram

c-12-03-02 on 1 M
arch 1909. D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://militaryhealth.bmj.com/


270 'l'he Swedish System of 'l'mining 

paid due regard and gave practical effect to the details of the 
exercises as they are given in the" Manual of Physical Training." 
While admitting the former contention, with the reservation that 
most of the points could be made clearer, the latter contention is 
liable to fail when put into practice; at least that has been my 
experience. It is only reasonable to suppose that instructors will 
take more interest in the work and discharge it more efficiently if 
they know what it is they are required to accomplisli, and to see 
clearly the .means by which the object in view is attained. The 
same remark applies equally to those undergoing instruction. 
There is no apparent reason for adopting a different method unless, 
indeed, it be that one of the objects in view is to allow instructors 
and recruits to reason out for themselves the 1'aison d' etre of the 
system and thus quicken their intelligence. But is that methoc1 
applicable or advantageous for the recrnit, in view of the facts 
that his period of instruction is limited, and that his intelligence is 
constantly put to the test in other branches of his work? 

'1'he method suggested, if adopted, would also serve the purpose 
of simplifying the instruction by avoiding repetition of details 
which are applicable to all exercises. Physical exercises are 
irksome and do not stimulate that enthusiasm which is associated 
with outdoor games and sport; they should, therefore, be made as 
interesting as possible, and this can best be accomplished by appeal
ing to their personal instincts, i.e., let the ben~fits of physical train
ing be lucidly explained to them, teach them the ultimate purpose 
of the exercises, and how the latter is accomplished. 

From what has been stated regarding the main purpose of the 
system of training and of the importance of the" position of atten
tion" in relation thereto, it is evident if those facts are not fully 
appreciated by the instructors, or if they permit them to be suL
ordinated to details of minor significance, that practically IW benefit; 
can accrue to the recruit from the system, and that "gradual 
progression," an important principle in all training systems, cannot 
exist in relation to the exercises. That being so, the following 
statement, which occurs on p. 26 of the "Manual of Physical 
Training" under the heading of "position of attention," might 
with advantage be modified: "It must also be noted that a recruit 
who has had no previous training cannot be expected to obtain 
this or any other position correctly at once, and that attempts 
to' correct his positions too suddenly are certain to have injurious 
rather than beneficial effects. 'l'he principle of gradual, not forced 
. or hurried, progreSSIOn should, therefore, be most carefully kept 
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E. -Butt 271 

In VIew, and the instructor must be satisfied with any improve
ment, however slight, providing it is steadily and gradually main
tained." This statement may possibly be so interpreted that the 
wording of the first sentence might in practice be carried out 
to an extent which would neutralise and contradict the second 
sentence. Attempts to correct the position of a man into one 
of natural erectness from the first, and the maintenance of that 
position, if really true and natural, cannot have injurious effects; 
whereas the impression that they will, results in instructors allowing 
a class to go through the primary and simple exercises without 
engagement of the spinal muscle's, and passing men on to more 
advanced exercises which bring those muscles vigorously into play. 
A great and sudden strain is placed on the latter without having 
first developed them up. to it by uniform maintenance of the erect 
posture as pre-supposed by the graduated initial exercises of the 
system. The result is general and physical strain, a nullification 
of the benefits which would otherwise accrue, and a perpetuation 
of the risk of breakdown and over-taxation of the hea,rt which 
condemned the old system, and which the Swedish system, if 
accurately applied, altogether avoids. Faults to be avoided are 
noted against each exercise in the" Manual of Physical Training," 
but as the important fault, i.e., disengagement of the muscles 
which keep "the body erect, or departures from the "position of 
attention," applies to the whole ~eries of exercises, it would be 
helpful to those engaged in the training, if a clear statement on 
that point was included in the" Manual of Physical Training." 
, The exercises as executed and taught throughout the training 
schools in Ireland appeared to me so unintelligible that I applied 
for and obtained permission to visit the Headquarter Gymnasium 
at Aldershot in February last. While there I was impressed by 
the exactness with which all the exercises were executed by those 
undergoing instruction, and I observed that the method of instruc
tion was carried out by deta,il and demonstration. I remained at 
Aldersh()t some days and learnt that the exercises are meant to be 
executed correctly; but if the principles of the system, as outlined 
in this paper, are explained to those under instruction, one hour 
should suffice in order to convey a clear conception of the true and 
correct application' of the exercises in the system. 

The selection of classes under the present system whereby a 
recruit, told off to a squad on commencement of training, remains 
in that squad throughout, irrespective of his physical capabilities, 
might with advantage also be revised. The" Manual of Physical 
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272 The Swedish System of Training 

Training" lays down that men of exceptional intelligence, strength, 
and activity are nQt to be transferred to more advanced classes, as 
such an arrangement, amongst other reasons, raises the style and 
tone of the whole class, and does not discourage good men by 
keeping them back, and does not overtax others. It is further laid 
down that it may be necessary to keep back weakly men under the 
advice of the Medical Officer, but that as,the progression of physical 
training is so gradual and carefully arranged, this should be neces
sary only in very exceptional cases. If all recruits possessed 
approximately the same physical strength, and were as nearly as 
possible of the same standard of development and nutrition, the 
above principles might reasonably be accepted; but such is not 
the case, as the recruits vary on joining from very defective to 
almost perfect development and strength. A comparatively short 
course should suffice for the latter class, who might sooner than 
under the present system be passed fit to join the ranks, and some 
of the time now spent in physical training might be devoted to 
technical instruction. The former class requires a full course which 
should be graduated in exact proportion to the rate of physical 
progress, and the men should not be forced on by reason of the 
presence of stronger men in their squads to attempt to perform 
exercises for which they have not had sufficient practice of elemen
tary exercises. 

The" Manual of Physical Training," in dealing with heaving 
exercises, says that "progression in these exercises should be 
gradual," and "as soon as it is found possible to maintain the 
correct positions, the limit of the usefulness of ,the exercise is 
passed." What is the result of this? When a class under the 
present formation reaches the exercises in question the recruits 
who were stronger and well developed on enlistment perform 
them with ease, but those who were originally below par, and 
have been made to keep pace with the stronger men, fail. It is 
common to see weak men exhibiting signs of distress in their 
inability to perform such exercises. They are stopped by the 
instructors, placed on one side, and taken at the same exercise 
the following day. They again fail, but are kept goiug ahead 
with the class without deriving any real benefit, and undergoing 
a certain amount of harmful strain until the' class they belong 
to completes the requisite number of attendances and they are 
dismissed. The failure of such men in the later tables means that 
they have not accurately performed the early exercises or, if they 
have, the time devoted to them was insufficient to produce the 
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required degree of development, and they should be placed in 
elementary classes to bring them up again gradually to the point 
where they failed. This is now. being done with advantageous 
results in the Irish Command. 

The formation of classes on the principle suggested would have 
another and far more reaching effect. It is frequently necessary 
to turn out battalions as strong as possible for manc:euvres, mobile 
columns, &c., and on these occasions the whole of the recruits are 
withdrawn and the training consequently interrupted. On such 
occasions the naturally well-developed recruits do not suffer in any 
way by being taken away, but the weakly men undoubtedly do, 
and apart from the harmful effects of interruption of physical train
ing. they are of little use in the field; and, indeed, many of them 
have not arrived at a state of development or strength which 
assures their ultimate physical efficiency and their retention in the 
Service certain. If, therefore, the classes were graded on a basis 
of physical fitness the first grade men could b~ taken away when 
required and subsequently resume the course without any evil 
results, and the weakly men and those requiring special manage
ment could be left to continue tl1eir exercises under closer individual 
supervision than it is at present possible to give them. 

From the foregoing it is evident that the Swedish system of 
training, as applied to the recruit, is based on scientific and sound 
common-sense principles, but that it requires to be carried out by 
instructors having an intimate knowledge of its application; and 
that the assistance of Medical Officers, who on account of their 
specialised education are best fitted to guide them, is imperative 
if full advantage is to accrue to the recruit and to the Army. 
Further, that a clear and comprehensive statement as to the aim 
and method of accomplishment of the present system should occupy 
a prominent place in the" Manual of Physical Training," and so 
further that degree of co-operation which should exist amongst 
those directly and indirectly c'imcerned in the training if the best 
results are to be obtained'. 
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