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			For my friends and family, and for any of those who have endured my esoteric ramblings and harebrained theories on utilising philosophy for a better life.


			









Why Philosophy?


			Back in my sixth-form days, I was what you’d definitively label a loser. I had very few friends, and this was purely exacerbated by the various depressive and anxious episodes I encountered over the years.


			This isn’t to garner pity or sympathy: rather, it’s indicative of how and why the ideas and theories and wisdom of those giants before me helped reframe suffering, struggling, and the general mediocrities of daily living.


			A dull, nauseous shadow would shimmer beyond daybreak’s horizon as I slumped out of bed. How could I attempt social niceties feeling like this? What even was the point of existing where I felt totally useless, without purpose or goals or striving?


			A caveat before I continue: dusty tomes and wise adages are not the panacea to mental illness. The only way I managed to deal, and still to this day deal, with my condition was through professional help, medication, and the irrevocable love and support I have been surrounded with. They have, however, acted as a massive catalyst for mindful introspection and coping mechanisms to design my own lifestyle and become a person who I’d quite like to become.


			Now that you’ve gotten some idea of how much of an awkward creature I was mentally and emotionally, you’ll get a real crack out of the purported physical prowess of a so-called personal trainer.


			A game of rounders threw me into (even more) existential despair. I could hardly run a bath, let alone run. And I’d regularly pretend that I was “on my period” to get out of PE class. I think by the time I left school, my teachers must’ve assumed something was seriously wrong with my uterus.


			Around this time, I was also, for better or for worse, getting into modelling. There appears to be very little, if any, correlation to philosophy in this current trajectory, but hang in there, the rambling will soon cease, and you’ll all be liberated.


			Modelling gave me a lot of things—some good, some bad. A dose of crippling, chronic self-doubt and the incessant ache of inferiority complex. All excellent components to ease my depression, as you can outrightly see.


			But it did give me a sense of belonging, a jolt of extraversion and adaptation when I could only be best described as a very sad and a very lonely hermit crab, except a hermit crab who still hadn’t found its forever shell. And as all hermit crabs must inevitably feel when coasting from shell to shell, I felt pretty bereft, which I’d wager is normal in the tumultuous period of adolescence, but at the time, like any dolefully narcissistic youth, I prioritised feeling like I could “find myself”—whatever the hell that meant or means.


			Thus being able to chat to quirky photographers about their cacti collection in a rundown East London apartment-cum-studio or be buffeted by plush, foundation-drenched brushes and empty compliments enabled me to find a temporary shelter in the form of the fashion industry. If that were a shell, I have no literal clue what it’d look like. Perhaps some kind of flamboyant conch, peddled with glitter or florals or pretentious monochrome, something that wouldn’t look amiss if an artist put it up for exhibition at the Tate.


			Anyway, that was my shell. As flimsy and superficial and meaningless as it ultimately was.


			There were a few sturdy barnacles attached to what seems a purely empty experience. I learnt the meaning of setting up and keeping boundaries, even as a sixteen-year-old. My empathy levels were exacerbated by seeing other people around me be eviscerated by the same designer or casting director or gossip magazine. And I really did learn that all this “stuff” was ephemeral at best and poisonous at worst. Whilst I still model today, it’s nowhere near as much of a priority. I finally took it off that pedestal it lounged upon for many years and tucked it neatly away in my souvenir box, taking it out occasionally to give it a good sheen or take what I need from it, and nothing more.


			If you ask me, it looks much better there than it ever did centre stage.


			What wasn’t impermanent, and what still remains my main prize on show, was the catalyst I gained for training and exercising and overhauling my lifestyle.


			Granted, at first, it was purely superficial, a menial chore done in the name of booking jobs and appeasing haughty clients. At that point, it felt like I was being played by a very green and very overcooked actor, and the real Sophie was a thousand miles away, living an integrity-filled life I had aspired to but could somehow never really grasp, like wisps of mists between my fingers, fizzling out in the sunrise.


			But that hour of movement or training or just pure escape became something so much more than part of my day job. It became a harbinger of change and renewal. Introspection and consideration. Triggering questions like who I wanted to be and how I’d get there in the end. I was suffering from enormous depressive episodes and was stuck in a ditch of suicidal ideation, self-harming, and feeling isolated and alone from the rest of my loved ones. This was around nine-odd years ago, and I can clearly see the demarcated difference in mental health discussion then versus now. Granted, we have ways to go, but there has been more openness. There has been more admittance and acceptance, and although this sounds awfully solipsistic and n=1-like, from personal experience, the variance in how my friends and family respond to a self-confessed mental health dip is like night and day.


			At the best of times, I’m terrible at physical calisthenics and actual gymnastics (long, hyper-mobile limbs and dyspraxia should not ever twain) but my mental gymnastics, in case you couldn’t tell from this loquacious, overt introduction, is top-notch.


			From the processing of how I felt by taking charge of my lifestyle and making small, beneficial differences to the way I live and how I wanted to improve myself, I saw a correlation with philosophy and the way many great thinkers, past and present, saw the need to cultivate one’s own inner garden as a way to pursue a fortuitous, fruitful life.


			It got me questioning not just the basis of existence—a nice little mental pre-ambling before breakfast time, of course—but what it meant to lead a good life, to be a decent individual, and how the betterment of oneself, physically and mentally, entailed that by extension we could help support and ameliorate the roots of society. By how we think, by how we act, and by how we choose to simply be.


			I started exploring and seeing this in not only a broader, societal sense but well within the microcosmic realm of health and fitness. Which sounds ludicrous, I know. And I think only someone with the daft and vast skills of mental gymnastics, such as me, could come up with something so profoundly obsolete. But it was damn fun to look at and has proven to be even more fun to create as part of a project. It has also enabled me to better understand myself, my clients, and how to tailor each approach to their goals appropriately and in a way that lauds better rates of success. Taken with a massive pinch of salt, of course—the true, unashamed pursuit of this has been to encourage people to question the narrative, learn about old wisdom and tricky ethical arguments, and hopefully make philosophy somewhat palatable. Because I will be the first to admit it can get dry. Real dry.


			









Okay, great. 
But why Fitlosophy?


			This brings me on to formatting my ideas into one silly conglomerate: a pseudo-personality test known as Fitlosophy. Like most personality tests out there, it is invariably highly flawed: for one, personality is not some static, paralysed construct, and even models such as the Big Factor Five have had some of the more rigorous scrutinies in terms of study replication has its issues. For instance, only a few of the traits it measures have significant test-retest, examined in a forty-five-year test-retest period. This infers that the test fails to account for the research now pointing out, more than ever, that personality structure can change throughout the whole lifespan. There are also raised concerns about how some of the traits have underlying environmental and genetic determinants, which likely becomes a methodological flaw. There also does not appear to be adequate coverage in the Factor Five Model for psychotic traits, so whilst it may not be directly helpful for psychiatric diagnosis, it may still capture heterogeneity within diagnostic criteria.


			Fitlosophy shares these and many other problems: in a nutshell, it’s a bit of fun to help you best identify with how you prefer to tackle goals and fitness quandaries, all dressed up as light-hearted edutainment in an attempt to make philosophy (at least, somewhat) enjoyable.


			But you can imagine, seeing as such a well-thought-out and critiqued personality test such as Cattell’s has its fair share of problems, that this little archetype test from a philosophy lover will have a plethora of methodological issues.


			In short: whilst this is to be taken with a massive pinch—nay, bucket-load—of salt, it is in good faith and fun and will hopefully get you to better understand yourself a little bit in addition to the way you train, the way you behave, and the way you think.


			Its aim is also to promote critical, lateral thinking in the form of looking at the various (albeit diluted) philosophical theories before you and encourage more reading on a certain topic, or get you interested in a certain thinker or way of discussion that may best appeal to you.


			It’s vital to remember that in philosophy, there are no “good” or “bad” arguments, really, unless you’re discussing morality (and even then, those terms aren’t especially used), but it’s best to look at arguments through a “valid” or “sound” lens. We’ll be going over these terms in due course.


			It’s very normal and natural for us to find a tribe or community, so to speak, that harkens to our own needs and worldviews. As humans, we are natural storytellers and listeners to stories, and just as we are drawn or repelled by certain films or books or genres, so too will we have our own personal preferences in all walks of life. The richness and complexity of our own genetics, childhood experiences, interpersonal relationships, and even varied exposure to sociological phenomena will contribute to the formatting of opinion, behaviour, and even personality.


			New research, however, pinpoints adult personality and behaviour as being slightly mutable and not as static as we once assumed it to be. This is exciting news in the realm of psychology. It throws into the question the a priori assumption that once you’ve experienced a trauma or been brought up in a puritanical, conservative family setting or had a shitty ex, then that was it—your brain structure adapted to suit the needs of these circumstances. It questions those personality tests that once assumed a trait was a trait, static and solid and unencroachable. But we are slowly beginning to see that there is much more nuanced than first presumed.


			There are worlds within us all, and we are the gods: there is a modicum of input that we are able to contribute through what we do, read, and who we read and speak to, for instance. And there will always be a type of thinking that might draw us in or a biological urgency underpinning a certain habit. There is some structural and biopsychological engineering that is unavoidable, or at least manageable at the very most. But that does not mean we cannot expose ourselves and be open to other opinions, ways of thinking, or approaches to certain issues. We can navigate the at times tumultuous oceans of nervous-system response and learn for different ideas and viewpoints to cohabit our inner universe at once without imploding violently.


			Fitlosophy, in one part, is to assign you better guidance to tackle your goals, yes. But it is a hope of mine that it will also encourage you to read and relish different opinions without recoiling or assuming it questions your own set of values or personally ascribed communities. I want you to be able to take all these different approaches and decide for yourself what argument sits best with you and why. I want you to hopefully become more cognisant of arguments that smell a bit off, to be more aware of unscrupulous people trying to sell a lie, and understand that the framework of morality, although one that has been contested for centuries is of utmost importance to discuss. I want you to love thinking.


			









Karl Marx and the Marxist Fitlosopher


			One of the most influential political philosophers out there, you’d be hard-pressed to find somebody who hasn’t heard of this famous, bearded revolutionary. Karl Marx (1818–1883) is best known for his economic and historical analysis in his writings, coming up with a concept known as dialectical materialism, and his ideas have been the foundation for social and political change even now. Marx has written swathes and swathes on political philosophy, so for this section on Fitlosophy, we’ll be focusing on one particular concept that gets parroted out a lot (often, incorrectly) by anyone politically engaged. Additionally, it appears to be the term most applicable for our endeavouring Fitlosophers.


			First, let’s try and clarify by what he means when he uses the term dialectical materialism. Marx uses a lot of specific terminologies, which may mean it can be very tricky getting our head around the actual core content of his philosophies and understanding them in an applicable way.


			So, it’s best to start with one of the better-known terms. Marx based this idea on Hegel’s analysis of history. In Hegelian philosophy (although Hegel is bloody horrible to read and study so you can imagine why I have chosen to leave him out of Fitlosophy) «dialectical” is a term here that refers to some kind of conversation or conflict or debate. Hegel applied this to understanding human history through the course of the ages: he figured that historical proceedings were actually a manifestation of what he dubbed the “spirit” (in his words, zeitgeist) of a certain epoch.


			Now, let’s say Hegel was trying to study the ’40s (if he was a historian today.) He would argue that the «zeitgeist” or fundamental spirit of this era would be fighting against all that was known about the 20s, as an example. Prohibition was fought against, and the Second World War brought in substantial political and sociological change compared to the somewhat cavalier nature of the ’20s. Hegel argued that this clashing of timelines would then bring about a synthesis—otherwise known as a new age, culminating from this constant back and forth from eras. As a result, Hegel hypothesised that the ultimate form of truth would arrive to humanity to the end of all of this historical squabbling.


			I know this isn’t exactly Marxist philosophy, but trust me, I haven’t scammed you (yet); learning about Hegel is imperative to understanding Marx’s own thoughts and applying it to our own everyday practice.


			

				

					

				

				

					

							

							In some ways, Hegel’s dialectic also makes it easier for us to view tragic occurrences and historical upheaval, as, through his logic, we can interpret it as being a natural path of the course if we are to fully realise a greater future. What do you think?


						

					


				

			


			Marx was inspired by Hegel and took a lot from his work. This time, however, instead of purely fixating on the development of history, Marx applied the concept of the dialectic to what we dub the material: that includes money, goods, and general economic resources. By applying the dialectic in such a way, he noticed a large disparity between classes: the middle or higher classes, which he labelled the Bourgeoisie, had a vast collection of resources in comparison to the working classes, named the proletariat. This was especially important as during Marx’s life, there was an upheaval in industrialisation, including factories, and the rise of corporate planning, which made Marx’s observation all the more stark.


			But where does the concept of historical «zeitgeist” or spirit come into play now? Hegel’s concept of the dialectic was an abstract one, in that he was describing different eras interplaying and conflicting with one another until the truth revealed itself. For Marx, this is manifested in the way goods and resources are shared and traded amongst ourselves and became a class conflict between those who had more material goods and resources versus those who did not. Marx defined these «age spirits” by different stages revolving around economic concerns and classist concepts.


			•	The first historical zeitgeist, according to Marx, would be manifested through the lens of Feudalism, essentially a system of monarchs and peasants. We can see examples of this scattered throughout the political system during the fifth and fifteenth centuries.


			•	The opposite of this zeitgeist emerges thereafter and is one we are all familiar with: Capitalism. Marx described this as ownership of goods—or the means of production—by the Bourgeoisie.


			•	Theoretically, Marx describes this conflict between the two ideologies as birthing the lovechild we know as Communism, whereby the goods are shared, and people take according to their needs and contribute according to their ability.


			Marx decided to build up a more concrete and material understanding of the dialectic: as opposed to merely examining timeframes and historical periods, he attempts to seek an understanding as to how humans behave, interact, exchange resources, and live and work together.


			In short: in terms of philosophy, Marx was a materialist. Some thinkers are what we know to be called idealists, which essentially try to posit consciousness above everything else. (Ironically named, I know.) Materialism, however, is the view that everything—including consciousness—may be explained by material processes.


			If we are to apply an analysis of history, for instance, an idealist might focus on the ideas and moralities of a certain age, arguing that these are the factors that have shaped that particular period of history. Marx would counter this, stating that ideas and the like certainly don’t come from anywhere, and notes that these ideas are actually shaped by tangible, measurable processes we can see: class factions, economic distribution, and property laws, for example.


			But How in Fresh Hell Does Rebelling 
Against the Bourgeoisie Add to My Fitness Levels?


			Like Marx views the explanation of historical events as a material process, fitness dialectical materialism will see a goal or a journey in the same way: measurable, tangible, and summarised by the material, empirical evidence set before us.


			Dialectical materialism in terms of fitness will prioritise the staples to achieving success in fitness. Calorie and macro tracking, progressive overload, and ardently physical, concrete outcomes are what one might fixate upon if this is the Fitlosophy that best suits their approach.


			As a side: the praxis and social critique that Marx enlisted upon his readers and workers of the world has still infiltrated into a health skepticism toward corporatism today. Knowing when to call out the fitness industry on its capitalistic, vampiric elements is essential if we want to improve it, and we can only do so by being aware of the material conditions that create such settings in the first place.


			The Marxist Fitlosopher


			A Marxist Fitlosopher will, whether client or coach, partake in an evidence-based approach to the nth degree. You’ll set forth material conditions in order for success to take place. You’ll likely be a stickler for set routines, such as certain grams of protein per meal, sleeping times, and even tracking rest times to the last millisecond. There might be a slight correlation between Marxist Fitlosophers and those who frequent the land of strength and conditioning. The reason for this is thus: you are cognisant of the material conditions required to obtain a degree of success in improving physical prowess and will stick to it.


			The question is, how can we define such parameters if we are to measure success? And how can we review, in the same way Marx did with historical events, the conflicts between fitness ideology and fitness ideology in such a way that we arrive at the ‘ultimate truth’?


			We’re unlikely to meet it anytime soon, suffice to say. And a Marxist Fitlosopher might be aware of this and may express skepticism and protest at both quackery and corruption littered across the industry.


			

				

					

				

				

					

							

							If these phrases feel familiar to you, you might appreciate, or naturally lean toward, the materialist approach in your goal setting:


							•	“Eat, sleep, lift. That’s the way to go. Keep it simple, follow the rules.”


							•	“Calories in, calories out. Simple as that, I’ll eat a little bit less, and it should be good to go.”


							•	“I don’t really see food anymore; I just see my macro split on a plate.”


						

					


				

			


			However, a Marxist Fitlosopher will be the first one to investigate. They’ll be trawling through research papers, assigning themselves to the mast of evidence-based physical activity. For example, a coach aware of the physiological conditions of fat loss might naturally espouse solutions for the issue of maintaining a calorie deficit whilst eschewing viewpoints that argue for a more holistic viewpoint or denote that there are contributing factors to a person’s dietary intake. Like how a Marxist philosopher would argue that the material conditions, be it economic, class-related, or regarding the disparity of wealth, are the driving factors toward historical ideas, concepts, and motifs, the Marxist Fitlosopher would argue that calorie intake and regularly progressive overloads are the underpinning factor to obtaining better, holistic health and mental wellbeing. In a sense, they may see these factors as part of the cause-and-effect paradigm. You could argue that this debate is similar to how we start incessantly nattering over whether the chicken or the egg came first; for some, the egg is what creates the population of the chickens in the first place, whereas others argue without a chicken, there can be no egg for this growth to continue.


			It may be possible that as a Marxist Fitlosopher, you tend to look through your own fitness journey as one that is purely empirical and quantitative. If we are to read the works of Marx and other materialist philosophers, we might find that the writing style is an outright match for their views: economical, concise, and hardly poetic. There’s no real room for metaphysical interpretation in the same way you’ll find in a piece of writing about consciousness, for instance. The discussion is mostly confined (and I certainly do not mean this as an insult) to material circumstances, which in essence was Marx’s goal to outline the tragic inequalities and issues facing a brave new world, inundated with industrialisation without particularly knowing how to fare with it. Similarly, a Marxist Fitlosopher may be fixated on what is tangible and what is known; a sensible outlook considering both nutrition and sports science is relatively young branches in the behemoth of scientific flora.


			It might be more likely you look toward methodological habits to achieve a certain outcome. Rather than weighing up the whys and ho’s of not being able to reach a certain goal or musing upon the thousands of implications to how that is, you’ll likely just crack on and see it as another day. Being driven by this evidence-based approach and trusting that the outcome will transpire if certain procedures are followed can be somewhat mirrored in the way Marx interpreted the rise and fall of feudalistic and capitalistic eras: it’s using what you know, based on history and evidence and the conditions you can measure, and trying to come up with an outcome that best suits these frameworks.


			In short, you’re likely a stickler for the rules and reasonings postulated by the giants of the industry. Your Instagram «following” list might resemble more of a research paper references section than a social media application. This sets you up for a darn good precedent to mistrust fitness fables and get on with the dirty work required to obtain the outcome you desire.


			Nonetheless, applying such a quantitative outlook regarding health and fitness goals may become slightly problematic for your own sanity. There are a fair few reasons for this, and they boil down to the fact that carving out a regimen for yourself, whether you’re a total exercise newbie or training for your next triathlon, requires some sort of behaviour or habit change. And behaviour change in human beings is inexorably tricky and unpredictable.


			And therein lies the issue with relying on research papers with select sample size and minimal impact factor: by solely looking at the human being as a fleshy bag of meaningless atoms, we forget the other factors that contribute to our self-actualisation and achievements. In a similar vein, some may argue Marx, despite his rigorous and articulate rhetoric, misses some of the more introspective questions that are in and of themselves difficult to quantify.


			It’s salubrious and sensible to follow guidelines backed by science and trust the process. The issue is not the ingredients required to get to your outcome, but rather the fact that often, said ingredients come without a set of instructions to create the recipe you want.


			Humans are richly mangled messes, confounding complexities, and reducing our needs and desire and hopes and dreams and worldviews and experiences, good and bad, sorely miss out on creating a bespoke approach for you when it comes to achieving your fitness goals.


			Let’s take, for example, the (perfectly valid and true) statement that in order for us to lose weight, we must be in a caloric deficit. This is 100 percent true, and I have no contestation with this claim. Moreover, it is the grey area, the minute implications, that we must watch out for. There might be, for example, an individual who has suffered tremendous trauma and issues with food and eating in general. This individual looks at this statement without so much of an additional guideline to stipulate how to achieve said calorie deficit and embarks upon a journey of either tracking or counting or assuming higher-calorie content foods to be ”bad“ or “not allowed.”


			Are they following this statement truly and correctly? Technically, yes. Will they lose weight? We have no idea. The potential issues with such an individual’s battered self-esteem and confusion surrounding food confound this issue. Rather than finding sustainability in consuming chicken and greens, day-in and day-out, they become so fixated on their body image and may develop, at best, an emotionally exhausting relationship with food or, at worst, another disorder.


			If we are to assume said individual manages to soothe any triggers or painful emotions that do come up and avoids this treacherous path to relapse and does indeed lose the weight, on paper, it appears as if this methodology has succeeded. Numbers and data don’t lie, after all, and this is perfectly quantifiable. These are, indeed, material and concrete and strong evidence of this individual’s success in achieving a certain goal.


			But does it mention their happiness? What they learnt? Any personal growth? Any long-term tweaks to said goal? Does it mention how or if they managed to heal any aspects of themselves in regards to control, body image, or eating?


			The issue with reducing our goals and needs to numbers is thus: we simply cannot cultivate any more purpose beyond that of the stipulated target by any means necessary. Indeed, Marx warns that revolution, no matter how raucous, is violent and warranted per his prediction, based on the evidence that the material conditions have given him.


			Humans are far more complex than what is suggested by small fragments of data. Therefore, we must take this into account—alongside the verifiable, falsifiable science, if we are to have a healthy and sustainable outlook on achieving any given goal.


			How Can a Marxist Fitlosopher Find Balance?


			More likely than not, if you tend to err on the side of this approach to fitness and health, then odds are, you have a pretty good grasp on aiming for a logical and sensible approach. You’re probably happy with your methodologies and how you get from A to B. And there’s a good chance you understand and appreciate the nuance of human beings, and don’t let the maladaptive habits of black and white thinking interrupt your goals.


			If, however, you’re struggling to pursue a balance of focusing on the concrete and tangible with accepting some of your humanity, then it might get a little tricker. You might blame yourself or even others if you end up unsuccessful in achieving a goal. You might end up in a behavioural loop, repeating similar habits and actions fruitlessly without pausing to consider tweaking strategies. You may even find yourself fixated on the end goal without thinking about how to get there.


			This, my friends, is where a little bit of metaphysical philosophy comes in. Just a touch.


			As we’ve discussed before, Marx was never a fan of pursuing the knowledge of the abstract. This means you’ll be hard-pressed to discover much on morality or being or time or space. He believed that a worthwhile philosophical pursuit was only in the material, as it offered us a more useful scope for understanding human behaviour. Marx was an immensely clever man, but personally, this is where I believe his argument’s flaws are particularly enhanced.


			As neuropsychological evidence is unpacking, it is evident that human behaviour and their condition itself is far more complex than just a set of genomes or a ploy of purely environmental factors. It’s perfectly healthy and arguably more beneficial to say we just don’t know everything yet. Sometimes it’s better to admit the shortcomings of a solely allopathic route rather than die on a hill needlessly and, in this case, hungrily.


			If you find your materialist leanings are affecting the way you interpret how you behave, for example, it might be worth taking a step back and considering the psychological and sociological implications behind the way you eat and form habits before breaking down squat mechanics or macro splits.


			Understanding the whys and hows of human behaviour can lean into quantitative, subjective discussions—which is no bad thing, even if Marx contests this. Considering a greater purpose in your training, for example, is absolutely not a materialist perspective but a truly important one. “Wanting to lose weight” may not be your bottom line, for example. If we dig deeper and refine that desire, that dream, it might look a bit more like “feel more confident around my friends and help alleviate my social anxiety.” Everyone’s greater “why” is different, and to uncover hidden treasure may require some serious digging into darker depths you’ve kept locked up tight and discreet and safely tucked away. It may be painful. But discovering a more substantial meaning to your original game plan will most likely yield a more sustained, bespoke plan.
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